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Dear Readers,
Families Strong is dedicated to all of the children and caregivers who
have shared their journeys with us. Their resilience and their stories
are the inspiration behind this handbook. I acknowledge, with deep
gratitude, how they have helped us to become better listeners,
problem-solvers, advocates, and supporters. I am also grateful for
the many community partners, organizations, and agencies that
collaborate with us daily.
Included in this handbook is the information I wish I’d had when I first
started doing this work many years ago. No such guidebook existed
then, so we’ve written one. I hope you will find it useful as you help
children and families who must navigate this complex terrain.
Thank you for the work that you do, providing much needed support
in the wake of parental incarceration.
With gratitude,
Tricia J. Long, LCMHC
Director, Resilience Beyond Incarceration

Free copies of Families Strong are available through a gift made in memory of
Robert J. Long, teacher and coach, who was dedicated to building confidence, pride,
and dignity in all children, regardless of their life circumstances. To request printed
copies, email tlong@lrcvt.org. For a downloadable PDF, go to RBI’s page on Lamoille
Restorative Center’s website: lrcvt.org/resilience-beyond-incarceration.

Produced by
Resilience Beyond Incarceration
A Program of Lamoille Restorative Center
221 MAIN STREET | PO BOX 148 | HYDE PARK, VT 05655 | www.lrcvt.org

RBI and Lamoille Restorative Center offer this information as guidance only. It is not intended to
replace or supersede clinical, legal, State of Vermont, or any relevant professional rules, regulations,
statutes, or ethical guidelines.
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INTRODUCTION
Incarceration is an experience like no other. When
someone goes to prison many people are impacted.
The experience can be especially hard on the children
of those who are incarcerated.
We do not know exactly how many Vermont children
have a parent who is, or has been, in prison. The
data are incomplete. A 2015 Vermont Department of
Corrections legislative report stated: “Currently there
is no department, agency, or collaboration in Vermont
collecting data on the impact or the needs of children
living with incarcerated parents. In fact, there is no
systemic way to identify who these children and
caregivers are.” 1
A University of Vermont point-in-time study referenced in this report speculated that as many as 6,000
children each year have a biological parent in prison.
That’s approximately how many children are born
each year in Vermont.
National research points to the possible intergenerational impact of incarceration; if a parent goes
to prison their children are at higher risk of ending up
there as well. Resilience Beyond Incarceration (RBI),
a program based in Hyde Park, Vermont, works to
interrupt the inter-generational risk of incarceration.

RBI is an intensive home-based, clinical case
management service for children and families
impacted by a parent’s incarceration.
Since 2003, RBI has provided intensive case
management services to hundreds of children. During
this time, program staff have developed expertise
regarding not only the challenges these children and
families face, but also what helps them to cope with,
heal from, and thrive in the wake of a parent’s incarceration.
Multiple independent, third party evaluations
over the years have demonstrated RBI’s efficacy.
Program outcomes have been consistently positive:
6% conviction rate later in life, compared to similar
cohorts with rates ranging from 24% to 61%; high
school drop-out rate of 20%, close to the state
average for all populations and significantly lower
than comparable risk groups; and noticeable gains in
social determinants of health.
When the parent of a child goes to prison, the child’s
life – and the lives of those who care for that child –
can change in many ways. The separation and lack of
information about where a parent is, how long they
will be there, and how to communicate with them can
1

Vermont Agency of Human Services. The Rights of Children of Arrested and
Incarcerated Parents. Report to the Legislature. January, 2015. p.8.
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be hard to deal with. For most families, caregivers,
children, service providers, and school staff facing
this, especially for the first time, questions come up
about all kinds of things – with no obvious place to
turn for answers.
The purpose of Families Strong is to share RBI’s
expertise with people who work with or care about
children and families impacted by parental incarceration. More often than not, families are reluctant to
reach out for supports and services when a parent
goes to prison because of the social stigma around
incarceration, and their own lack of trust in the
“system.” Working with these families requires special
awareness and knowledge.
People who touch the lives of these children and
families, and who may appreciate the information
contained in this handbook include:
• Caregivers, including foster or adoptive parents,
relatives, extended family, and friends
• Education personnel such as teachers, special
educators, school counselors, and nurses
• Early care and education professionals; for
example, Head Start staff, childcare providers, and
early interventionists
• Clergy and other faith based personnel
• Social workers and home visitors

• Lawyers, probation officers, and law
enforcement officials
• State employees, including Economic Services
benefits specialists, Reach Up case managers,
Vocational Rehabilitation counselors
• Housing specialists or case managers, and
homeless shelter staff
• Clinicians and counselors in mental health and
substance abuse fields
• Corrections staff
• Health care providers, such as: pediatricians and
other physicians, WIC staff, and home health
nurses
• Coaches, scout leaders, after school program staff,
mentors, and other community members who lead
activities for young people
While this handbook may not answer all questions, it
provides information about the impact parental incarceration can have on children and families, and offers
tools for meeting some of their needs.
Throughout this handbook, the word “you” refers
to anyone who cares about and wants to support
children of incarcerated parents and their families.
“You” also refers to the child’s caregiver.
5

FIRST THINGS FIRST:
A CHECKLIST FOR GATHERING INFORMATION
The social service, justice, and corrections systems are complicated. Knowing what questions to ask and
where to get help is key. To best support a child and family impacted by parental incarceration, it can be
helpful to know:

CUSTODY AND COURT ORDERS
1. Who has the legal authority to make decisions for and about the child (e.g., parent, DCF, kin) regarding
school and health issues as well as potential contact with the incarcerated parent? Do you need to get a
temporary care letter signed?
2. Who has the responsibility for physical care of the child? Where and with whom is the child living now,
and previously?
3. Are there other court proceedings that may affect this child (e.g., divorce, restraining order, custody,
guardianship, foster placement)?

JUSTICE AND CORRECTIONS
4. At what point in the justice process is the involved parent (i.e., arrest, plea-bargaining, detained, trial,
sentencing, serving time, re-entry, probation, parole)?
5. If sentenced, for how long and does the length of sentence likely mean parental rights will be terminated?
6. If incarcerated, at what facility location, and is it likely they will be moved?
7. How can you get in touch with the parent at that facility regarding matters about their child?

RELATIONSHIP AND CONTACT WITH PARENT
8. What was the child’s relationship with their incarcerated/arrested parent like up until now?
9. What is the current caregiver’s relationship with the child like now? And with their incarcerated/
arrested parent?
10. What has the child been told about their parent’s offense, and incarceration, and who else in the child’s
world knows about it?
11. Is contact allowed, both by the court and the facility? For example, it may be prohibited if the child is a
victim, may be complicated by restraining orders, or special permission may be needed if parent has sex
offense charges.
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12. Is contact desirable? Do the
child, parent, caregiver all want
contact and if so, what kind—
phone, mail, visits, email?
13. What are the obstacles to
contact (e.g., money for stamps
and paper, phone calls, emails,
transportation, visiting schedule
conflicts, age of child and
visiting environment, potential
emotional and behavioral “fallout” after visiting)?

IMMEDIATE CARE NEEDS
14. To what extent has the child’s
routine been disrupted?
15. What other losses has the child
experienced in the wake of their
parent’s incarceration?
16. What/how/who helps to soothe
and comfort this child?
17. What losses has the caregiver
experienced, given the
incarceration?

SUPPORT
18. Who is on this child’s team, caregiver’s team, your team?
19. What concrete resources can be mobilized to increase stability for this child and family?
20. Who offers support and hope to the child, caregiver, incarcerated parent, and you?
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UNDERSTANDING THE IMPACT OF A PARENT’S
INCARCERATION ON THEIR CHILD
Regardless of how much the parent was a part of
their life prior to incarceration, children will likely
experience a disruption in their lives when their
mother or father goes to prison.
It is common for children to have been exposed
to their parent’s substance use and mental health
challenges, as well as to other adults who may
have been harmful. Each child has their own
unique circumstances and experience. The impact
of a parent’s incarceration depends on:
• The child’s age, their developmental level
and their personality
• The nature of the parent-child relationship
before prison
• Their parent’s crime, how long their
sentence is, where they are located

The criminal justice process can
take years and has a number of
stages to it, each with its own
challenges.
Children may experience a
variety of stress points as
their parent goes through
each stage.

• The amount and type of help available to
support the child and family

STAGES OF THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE PROCESS
Not all of these occur in every situation and
they do not always follow this sequence.

• Arrest or police citation
• Detainment (in the absence of bail, or house arrest)
• Arraignment and pre-trial hearings
• Plea negotiations or trial (rare)
• Sentencing hearing(s) and pre-sentence investigation
• Prison/Incarceration
• Parole hearings (with parole board)
• Pre-release
• Furlough (early release with conditions)
• Reentry to the community
• Violation of probation or parole and return to prison
8

EMOTIONAL CONSEQUENCES
GRIEF

Children of incarcerated parents
naturally carry a mixture of intense
feelings as they try to deal with
their multiple losses — not only the
loss of their incarcerated parent,
but also, for many, the loss of the
life they once had.

Separation from a parent, for any reason, results in
stress, sadness, and fear. Imprisonment comes with
social stigma — many children are told to maintain
secrecy about what has happened and they are left
alone to deal with the loss of a parent who is alive but
physically and emotionally absent. Other losses may
include their home, school community, friends, and
pets.

CONFUSION AND FEAR

Children often become confused and fearful, worried
about their parent’s safety in prison, and anxious
about, “What is going to happen to me now that mom
or dad is gone?” If substance abuse or violence was
occurring in the home before the arrest, a child may
be fearful of their parent’s release, with the possibility
for more harm.
9

LONELINESS AND ABANDONMENT

Children can feel abandoned and lonely when their
parent is gone. This can feel unsettling and create
uncertainty. Children can feel unloved, and think,
“If my dad loved me, he’d be with me, not in jail.”
Children who have a parent in prison may need
reassurance that the absent parent still cares about
them, and they still matter.

The changes resulting from the
parent leaving may mean children
get moved from one home to
another or lose important routines
and relationships.
GUILT

Children may not understand that mom or dad is
responsible for their own imprisonment. They may
think it is somehow their fault and wonder, “If I had
been a better child, would this have happened?” They
may believe they could have somehow prevented
their parent’s incarceration, and feel guilty because of
that.

SHAME

People sometimes judge an entire family – even the
children – if one family member is in prison. Even
when the family tries to maintain privacy, other
children who know what happened may bully and
tease them. Some children who experience shame
become isolated, anxious, and depressed, and others
become angry and aggressive.

To protect the family, some
children may be told by parents
and caregivers not to tell anyone
about their parent in prison. This
kind of secret can be a big burden
for a child.
ANGER

Anger can be expressed passively as defiance, or
openly as hostility or rage. Often, a child’s anger is
directed at their current caregiver, or their absent
parent. If they feel that parent is the cause of their
pain, they may not want anything to do with their
incarcerated parent. Their anger can also be diffuse,
directed at anybody they interact with.
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SOCIAL AND BEHAVIORAL CONSEQUENCES
Along with this storm of feelings, and often
because of it, children’s behaviors may change.
Sometimes the emotional needs that drive their
behaviors are not recognized and understood by
caregivers, educators, and others.

and help the child learn language to describe – and
better ways to cope – with their feelings and needs.
Here are some of the common behaviors that can
accompany parental incarceration:

When this happens, the disciplinary measures taken
in response to disruptive behavior can actually make
it worse and further alienate a child at a time when
he or she is most in need of care and nurturing.
It may be useful to get the support of a counselor
and behavioral specialist who have experience with
children of incarcerated parents, and the trauma
that affects them.

• Explosive outbursts

Children of incarcerated parents may withdraw from
life, and have little interest in school, friends, and
activities. Some children may take on adult roles or
responsibilities, like becoming a “parent” for younger
siblings. Others may be reluctant to – or refuse
to – leave the house, go to school, or participate in
activities they once enjoyed. When a child is “acting
out” it is important for caregivers and other adults to
recognize the pain that might be behind the behavior

• Self-harming (e.g., cutting)

• Fighting
• Rule-breaking
• Frequent crying
• Sleep problems, nightmares, fear of the dark,
bed wetting

• Frequent illness, headaches, stomach aches
• Problems at school
• Social isolation
• Separation anxiety

Often, disruptive behavior is an attempt to test whether a new
environment or caregiver is safe and trustworthy. It’s a cry for
help and must be met with patience and understanding.
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QUESTIONS CHILDREN NEED ANSWERED
There are common questions that children of incarcerated parents will ask as they try to make sense of
what has happened. Parents, caregivers, and other
adults may find themselves struggling with how to
answer, what details to include, and what to leave
out. While it may be tempting – with the best of
intentions – to make up a story about where the
parent has gone, it’s important for the adults in the
child’s life to be truthful about what’s happened.
Below are questions often asked by children whose
parents are in prison, along with general suggestions
about how you might respond to them. Trust your
instincts about what will work with a child, and give
age-appropriate explanations.

WHERE IS MY MOM OR DAD?

What and how much to say will be influenced by
things like: your relationship with the child, what the
caregivers have already told the child, and the child’s
developmental stage. Telling the truth is always the
best path. If you have the information, help the child
know where the facility is, and how close or far it is
from them.
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Here are some phrases you can use to describe where
the parent is.
• “Your dad is in a correctional facility, also called
a prison. That’s a place where adults sometimes
go when they have broken a law.”
• “Your mom is in a place with other adults who
have also broken the law, and she’s not allowed
to leave until a judge gives permission.”

WHY IS MOM OR DAD IN PRISON?

When a parent has broken the law and is in prison, it
is important to be clear about why this has happened.
Be truthful about what you know, and keep in mind
that it may not be helpful – or necessary – to share
everything you know.

It’s important for the adults
in the child’s life to be truthful
about what’s happened.

Here are some examples of phrases to help explain
why a parent has been incarcerated:
• “When people break the law, like your mom did,
they sometimes have to go to prison to learn to
make better decisions.”
• “Laws are rules about how adults must behave
and how they are supposed to treat other
people.”
• “Your dad loves you and would rather be home
with you, but he has to spend time in prison
because of what he did. That’s how the laws
work.”
• You might explain what the parent did. For
example, “Your mom stole some things that
didn’t belong to her.” Or, “Your dad hurt someone
in a fight.”

IS IT SAFE IN PRISON? IS MY MOM OR DAD OK?

Children may need to know their parent is doing
all right and isn’t going to be hurt. They may ask
questions to help them understand what prison is like.
How much detail you go into will depend on the age
of the child. If the incarcerated parent and the child
are communicating, the parent could be asked to
reassure their child that they are safe and well.

WHEN IS SHE OR HE COMING HOME?

For people who are detained, awaiting trial, or making
a plea deal, it’s often unclear how long it will take and
how long the sentence will be. Even when a sentence
is being served, most parents will not have a definite
release date, and the outcome of parole hearings is

uncertain. Keep children up to date about what you
know, even if all you can say is, “We don’t know yet
what will happen. As soon as I know more I will tell you.”
Young children have a different sense of time than
adults. It might be helpful – if you have the information – to let the child know when their parent
won’t be home. For example, “Not for another three
birthdays,” or “Not until after the snow melts.”

WHO IS GOING TO TAKE CARE OF ME?

Explain what will happen to them while their parent
is in prison — what will stay the same and what will
change, where they will live, and where they will go to
school. Examples include:
• “You will live with grandma while your mom is
away. She will take care of you.”
• “You’ll still go to the same school, and be able to
play with your friends.”
• “If you’re worried or confused about anything, you
can ask me at any time.”
There are two additional questions that children
often struggle with, even though they may never ask
out loud:
“Is it my fault?” and “Does my parent still love me?”
Children can have trouble making sense out of their
parent’s arrest. They may believe their parent’s incarceration is because of something they did. Regardless
of whether they ask these questions or not, all
children, regardless of age, need reassurance that
what happened to their parent is not their fault, and
reassurance that they are loved by their parent and
others.
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WAYS TO SUPPORT CHILDREN AND
HELP BUILD THEIR RESILIENCE
Of all of the things that caring
adults can do to help a child
cope with their parent’s incarceration, perhaps nothing is
more important than honest
and thoughtful communication.
Children need to understand
what is happening. Every child
will react in their own way to
their parent being in a prison.
Your task is to help a child come
to his or her own conclusions
with developmentally appropriate information.

Welcome their questions,
and answer honestly.
Help a child practice what
to say when others ask
where their parent is.

Even if you think they already
know this, and depending on the
child’s age and your relationship
with them, tell children directly
who they can go to when they
need help or want to talk. Let
them know that you want to
hear from them, and there are
others who will also help.
Below are some additional
guidelines to help caregivers
support children and build their
resilience.

1. ANTICIPATE THEIR
QUESTIONS AND BUILD
TRUST BY BEING HONEST

Always share information in a developmentally
sensitive way. Children have the right, and the need,
to understand what is happening in their family. It
helps if you can anticipate a child’s questions ahead of
time, and think about how you will answer.
When children ask what happened to their missing
parent, even though you may want to protect them,
it’s important to answer their questions in a straightforward way. If stories are invented — “Your dad’s
away on a job,” or, “Mom’s in the hospital for a
while”— you’ll have to create more stories to answer
14

further questions. Eventually
they may find out, and if they
learn they’ve been lied to they
will feel betrayed. Telling the
truth builds trust.
One caveat is to know what the
child’s caregiver has told the
child of their parent’s absence.
If the caregiver has created
a false story, others working
with the child or family will
want to find out the caregiver’s
intention behind their fictional
account. If it’s appropriate,
support them to shift the story
toward the truth.
Being truthful does not mean
you have to provide every
detail. Answer the question in
an age-appropriate way with
truthful information that can
grow as the child grows. Let the
child be your guide, and offer
more when he or she asks for
more. If you don’t know the
answer to their question, say
so. When kids see that you are
paying attention, and trying
to answer honestly, they feel
better.

2. HELP THEM UNDERSTAND THEIR FEELINGS
Children of incarcerated parents need reassurance
that it makes sense to have all kinds of mixed up
emotions. Help children talk about their feelings.
If a child finds it hard to talk, you can encourage
expression through drawing, music, or other creative
arts. Some children will need space, and they might
not want to talk right away.

Changes in behavior may be noticed around holidays,
birthdays, Father’s Day, or Mother’s Day. Caregivers

can talk with children about what they’re noticing,
and help identify the feelings behind the behaviors.

them to receive one-on-one attention and to do
something comforting or fun.

Try to plan ahead for potentially difficult times like
holidays and birthdays so the child feels loved. If
a child makes a gift for their parent to celebrate a
special day, and it’s something that can’t be sent to
prison (for example, a drawing or a clay figure) the gift
can be photographed and a photo sent to the parent.
See page 21 for more information about sending
items to prison.

4. ENCOURAGE ACTIVITIES AND FRIENDSHIPS

3. ESTABLISH FAMILIAR ROUTINES

In everyday life, stability and consistency are very
important for children who have a parent in prison.
Predictable daily routines – both at home and at
school – help children feel comfortable and reassured.
Caregivers can support a child by finding routines that
matter to the child. These can be simple things. For
example, maybe the child always wants to drink out
of the same cup, or will only go to bed with music
playing. Familiar rituals help children feel secure
even in the midst of chaos. During transition times,
predictable steps and routines are especially useful.
When children feel insecure, it can be helpful for

One way to support a child is to help them explore
new interests, and develop special hobbies or talents.
You might encourage a child to join a team sport, play
a musical instrument, draw, and color. Bike riding,
dancing, school clubs, and other group activities can
help build confidence and make children feel better
about themselves. At the same time, it’s good to
recognize that the child of an incarcerated parent may
not be ready for large groups, and may benefit more
from one-on-one or small group activities. Often,
pets provide comfort, and caring for them helps build
resilience.

Familiar rituals help
children feel secure even
in the midst of chaos.
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5. SAFEGUARD THE RELATIONSHIP WITH
THEIR INCARCERATED PARENT

Generally speaking, children who stay in touch with
their incarcerated parent tend to adjust much better
than those who do not. Talk with their caregiver
about how, and if, they will allow visits, phone calls,
emails, and letters. This only applies if there hasn’t
been violence against the child by the incarcerated
parent. In circumstances where the incarcerated
parent committed acts of violence against the child,
there will likely be a no-contact order issued by the
court.

Help the child have as much contact as possible.
When phone calls are hard to schedule or cost too
much, send letters and pictures or drawings. You
might want to send copies of school work, report
cards, or photos. Prisons have very strict rules about
mail; if you don’t follow the requirements, the mail
will be destroyed. See more on page 21 regarding
specific rules.
Children should not be forced to visit a parent in
prison. If they want to go, you can help prepare them
for the visit. There is required paperwork and strict
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rules for visiting that must be followed. You should
become familiar with these requirements ahead of
time. Refer to “In Person Visiting” on page 22.
If possible, caregivers are encouraged to make one
or two visits first so they can tell the child what they
will see and experience. After a child visits his or her
parent, it’s important for them to have an opportunity to talk about how it went and how they are
feeling. If the caregiver agrees, other caring adults
can play a role supporting the child to stay in touch
with their incarcerated parent, and to process feelings
following the visits. Some caregivers may not want
to accompany a child on visits. If that’s the case, talk
with the caregiver about who else might be willing to
take the child.
Many incarcerated parents develop a deeper interest
in being a better parent when they are in prison. If the
incarcerated parent expresses interest in being more
involved with their child or children, the caregiver
will have to decide how much more involved they will
allow them to be based on what is in the best interest
of the child. Depending on your role and relationship,
you can help the caregiver sort out this complicated
issue.

After a child visits his or her
parent, it’s important for them
to have an opportunity to talk
about how it went and how
they are feeling.

6. HELP THEM KNOW THEY’RE NOT ALONE

There are many useful books, websites, and videos
for kids with a parent in prison. Looking at books or
videos together may help with the child’s sense of
isolation. Refer to the Resources on page 31.

It is important to help children
of incarcerated parents realize
they’re not alone — other kids
have parents in prison too.
School counselors can often facilitate a friendship
group so children can connect with others in a similar
situation. Attending a summer camp specifically
for children of incarcerated parents can be a great
experience. See website: CampAgapeVermont.org

7. CREATE A PERSONALIZED STORYBOOK
TOGETHER

One of the best resources for a child with an incarcerated parent, is to have their own personalized
book, one that tells their unique story. You can create
the text with input from the child, and work together
on what pictures they want the story to include so
that it’s “just right” for them. The storybook can
answer their – perhaps unspoken – questions, offer
reassurance, and include photos of all the people
who love and care for them, along with pictures of
where they live and go to school. See Resources on
page 31 for sample scripts to guide you in creating a
personalized storybook.

Bear Notch Productions, in association with RBI, has
created a documentary called DOWNSTREAM: The
Effects of Parental Incarceration. DOWNSTREAM is
an hour-long film featuring the stories of those left
behind – children and their caregivers – and is appropriate for adults and teens. To learn more about the
film and to see the trailer, go to the film’s website:
Downstreamfilm.com.
17

8. FIND OTHERS WHO CAN HELP IN THE
SCHOOL AND THE COMMUNITY

Identifying supports and asking for help is important.
Yet, sometimes it’s hard to do. You can reach out to
a child’s teacher, doctor, coach, school counselor,
church minister, childcare provider, mentor, favorite
aunt or uncle, and others in their family and
community.
Sometimes children of incarcerated parents need
specialized services from the school — an individualized education plan (IEP) if they have a learning
disability, or a behavior plan to help them manage
successfully in the classroom. The school counselor
or special education teacher may know about other
supports for the child.
Often children of incarcerated parents benefit from
counseling, which may be available at school, or
in the community. Try to find a counselor who has
compassion for, and experience with, children of
incarcerated parents.
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Try to find a counselor who has
compassion for, and experience
with, children of incarcerated
parents.
It may be helpful to share this handbook with the
counselor, and others working with the child or family.
When children are separated from a parent, they
can greatly benefit from having a positive role model
in their lives as an additional support. Sometimes
mentors are available through the county mental
health agency. See website for a list of agencies:
vermontcarepartners.org/agencies.
Schools and churches may also be able to help with
mentors. It’s very important, however, that a child’s
mentoring relationship will not be interrupted prematurely by a mentor losing interest, or moving away, as
this creates another experience of loss.

9. WHEN THE TIME COMES, HELP THEM
PREPARE FOR THEIR PARENT’S RELEASE

Although some parents will serve very long sentences
and may not return to their children for many years,
the majority of incarcerated parents serve short
sentences and will return to their communities after
just a few years, or even months.
The release of an incarcerated parent is a time when
care and attention for the feelings and needs of the
child is critical, whether the child will be re-united
with their parent or not. During a parent’s incarceration, children wait for their return. The child will
need someone to take time to explore what he or she
is feeling about, and expecting from, their parent’s
release.

Perhaps their parent will not be allowed to drive. A
child may wonder what will happen if their parent
doesn’t follow the conditions and be worried they
might go back to prison. The family will want to
know what the conditions are, because formerly
incarcerated people can be returned to prison for a
violation of those conditions – not just for breaking a
law. See website list of probation and parole offices:
doc.vermont.gov/custody-supervision/field.
Reentry is a complicated time. Page 27 explores
some of the issues, common challenges that can be
expected, and the programs that might help.

If the parent will be released on furlough, probation,
or parole, caregivers can ask the probation/parole
officer for a copy of their conditions of release.
The caregiver can explain to the child how they might
be impacted by their parent’s conditions of release.
For example, their parent might not be allowed to
have internet in their house or have friends visit.
19

UNDERSTANDING THE IMPACT ON
FAMILY AND CAREGIVERS
When a person is convicted of a crime and sent to
prison, much of the focus is on the offender. Yet, their
family’s life has been affected, too. Family members
may experience friends and other people distancing
themselves or making judgments based on the
actions of the incarcerated person.

Families may isolate themselves
and avoid talking about what’s
going on.
When a family loses a loved one to death, divorce,
or military service, it is not kept secret, and the
family generally receives a lot of compassionate
support. This type of care and kindness is not so
readily available to family members of incarcerated
individuals. Often times, because of how they are
treated by others, they are reluctant to ask for assistance. One of the most important ways to assist
family members and caregivers is to help them reach
out for support.

SHIFTING ROLES AND
RELATIONSHIPS
When a spouse or partner becomes incarcerated, the
separation may be unwelcome, or it could be a respite
from a difficult or abusive relationship. It’s generally
complicated, no matter how welcome the separation
might be. Partners will not be able to communicate
easily with each other. If connection with the incarcerated person is desirable, here are some ways to
stay connected:
• Write frequent letters or emails
• Talk on the telephone
• Visit as often as possible
• Read the same book or watch the same
television show
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People in prison have to depend on others for almost
everything. They often feel vulnerable and worthless.
They may become demanding, angry, and frustrated.
This can lead to more strain on relationships with
partners, family members, and those who are caring
for their children. Caregivers may need help understanding these difficult behaviors, and encouragement
to focus on their own needs and the needs of the
children in their care. Caregivers may need support
in setting that priority. The needs of the incarcerated
person are secondary.
Often it is grandparents who take on the caregiving
and parenting role for their grandchildren. A grandparent whose adult son or daughter is in prison may
experience many strong and conflicting emotions,
and even think they are somehow to blame. They
may feel angry with their son or daughter for putting
them in the position of needing to be a caregiver for
their grandchildren. Not many people plan to take on
raising grandchildren when their own kids become

adults. This can place significant emotional, physical,
and economic stresses on the family. When a grandparent has to move into a parenting role, children
also experience that shift as a loss. Support can make
a huge difference, and can include compassionate
understanding and financial assistance.

STAYING CONNECTED WITH
AN INCARCERATED PARENT
As outlined below, there are many ways to stay in
touch with a parent in prison. You can learn more
about the Department of Corrections’ rules for
families and visitors by going to their website:
doc.vermont.gov. You can also use the DOC offender
locater to find out where a parent is incarcerated.

There are rules about what can be
sent in the mail to an incarcerated
person, and they are strictly
enforced even when the mail is
from a child.

You can photograph a child’s artistic creation and
send the picture or copy instead of the original.
Photos must be those printed at a commercial
photo printing outlet, not from a home computer.
All mail must include a complete return address with
the full first and last name of the sender. If you have
questions you can call the facility and ask for the
person who supervises the mail.

TELEPHONE

Family members and friends cannot call an inmate.
Inmates can call during specified times by either
calling collect or with a phone card they purchase
through the prison. In order to call out they must
give the names of people they want to call to their
caseworker for approval. It’s not unusual for children,
especially younger children, to be disinterested in
speaking with their parent on the phone, especially
if they are not expecting the call and are being interrupted in their day.

LETTERS

Letters are an inexpensive way to stay in touch. Some
children enjoy writing letters and sending copies of
their artwork, school work, and report cards to their
parent. Following is a list of what is prohibited. The
rules change periodically so it is important to check
with the case worker at the specific prison where the
incarcerated parent is located to be sure that what is
being sent will reach them.

BELOW ARE THINGS NOT PERMITTED
TO BE SENT TO SOMEONE IN PRISON
• Gifts
• Packages
• Envelopes, greeting cards, or stamps
• Artwork created with glitter, glue,
stickers, labels, staples, tape, string, clips,
gel pens, colored markers, or crayon

Caregivers can ask the incarcerated parent to let
the family know approximately when they might be
calling. It can be helpful to tell a child when mom or
dad might be able to call. It’s also important to explain
that in prison, anticipated schedules can change
without notice – and that are out of the control of the
parent – and the call might not happen.

E-MAIL AND VIDEO-VISITING

These options are available through private
companies. Families are responsible for payment. The
family will need a computer with the right abilities,
including a webcam, a microphone, and speakers. The
best way to learn about these options is to check with
the correctional facility where the parent is located.
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IN-PERSON VISITING

Face to face contact is an important way for children
to remain connected to and feel loved by their incarcerated parent. Children should not be forced to visit
their parent in prison, but encouraged and supported
if they choose to visit. Every adult visitor to a correctional facility must bring a state issued photo ID with
them (for example, a driver’s license or birth certificate), and every child must bring a copy of their birth
certificate.
All visitors must be on the incarcerated parent’s
approved list of visitors. Minors under age 18 must
be accompanied by their legal guardian or another
adult who has the written permission of their legal
guardian, and who is also on the inmate’s visiting list.
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Children and adults who are victims of the inmate’s
crime may not be allowed to visit. Contact the correctional facility for more information.
There are many rules about what visitors can wear to
a visit and what they can bring. Consult the Informational Handbook for Friends and Family of a Person
Incarcerated in a Vermont Correctional Facility for
details. See website: doc.vermont.gov.
If the parent is located in an out-of-state prison,
visiting will be much more difficult. For information
about contact with prisoners in out-of-state facilities,
go to: doc.vermont.gov/information-for-inmatefamilies-and-friends/inmates-housed-out-of-state.

Face to face contact is an
important way for children to
remain connected to and feel
loved by their incarcerated
parent. Children should not
be forced to visit their parent
in prison, but encouraged and
supported if they choose to visit.

FINANCIAL WELL-BEING
Having a family member in prison
can result in strained budgets and
financial hardship. A family will
likely have less income and more
expenses.
There are added costs related
to incarceration, like money
for phone calls, and visits.
A family member or guardian
who becomes the primary
caregiver of a child because
their parent goes to prison
is likely to experience extra
burdens on their time and
have new responsibilities.
Caregivers who are employed
may have difficulties
performing as expected
at a job. Time off must be
taken when the child is sick
or on school holiday, which
could result in lost income,
or in some cases, lost
employment.
Caregivers will likely have
added financial responsibilities as well. Following are
some of the expenses to
anticipate and some ways to
get help.

1. CHILDCARE (INCLUDING EMERGENCIES,
HOLIDAYS, AND SUMMER)

Reach out to the local Parent Child Center for help
finding out about childcare resources and activities
for children under the age of 13. The list and contact
information for all Vermont Parent Child Centers can
be found here: dcf.vermont.gov/partners/pcc.
The family may be eligible for financial supports so
the child can have quality childcare or participate in
an after school program.

2. MEDICAL INSURANCE

The family members or the child may have lost health
insurance when the parent was sent to prison. If
this happens, or if the family does not have health
insurance for any other reason, contact Vermont
Health Connect at 1-855-899-9600 to discuss their
options. Also, the child’s doctor’s office, WIC staff,
or the DCF social worker (if DCF is working with
the family) can help make
sure the child has medical
insurance.

3. CHILDREN’S
ACTIVITIES

School aged children
generally have numerous
opportunities for enriching
and fun out-of-school activities. Many providers are
happy to help a child of an
incarcerated parent to access
the benefits of sports, dance,
art, and camps. The family
may also want to ask for help
with transportation, scholarships, and fee waivers.
Children under age six can
attend local playgroups in
their community. The Parent
Child Centers can help you
find out about those free
opportunities for socialization and development for
young children. Activities and
playgroups are great opportunities for caregivers to
connect with other parents.

4. BASIC NEEDS

Healthy growing children outgrow clothing and shoes
rapidly. They eat a lot, and they need stimulating
experiences and things to play with. The family may
need support to reach out to the local Parent Child
Center, a church or synagogue, or the child’s school
counselor to help with their basic needs.
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A caregiver may be eligible for a “child only” grant
through Vermont’s Reach Up program, which will
provide cash assistance. Financial assistance for food
under the 3SquaresVT program may also be available.
The number to call to find out about eligibility is:
1-800-479-6151. The WIC program can help with
healthy food and other supports for families with
children under age five. The same number can be
used to find out about WIC eligibility.

The State of Vermont has programs
designed to provide short-term
assistance to help families get
through crises.
There may be support available to you, and the
Economic Assistance Office (1-800-479-6151) will
have eligibility information. You can also call Vermont
2-1-1 to find out about other resources related
to a range of needs including, housing, food, and
counseling.

24

5. CHILD SUPPORT

If a child was receiving child support from the
incarcerated parent prior to incarceration, that
support will be interrupted until the parent is
released and employed. The parent is required to
notify the Office of Child Support of their impending
incarceration to prevent child support arrears from
accruing. The number to the call center for related
questions is: 1-800-786-3214. Also, see website:
dcf.vermont.gov/ocs/parents.

6. FINES, RESTITUTION, BAIL

These are the sole responsibility of the individual
convicted of a crime. However, if the caregiver is
legally married to the individual these debts could
impact the household’s financial situation. Unpaid
fines and restitution are eventually handled by the
state collection unit which garnishes wages and tax
returns to recover them. For information about this
situation, the family can refer to the information at
this web page: vermontjudiciary.org/pay-fine.

CUSTODY, GUARDIANSHIP, AND CARE AGREEMENTS
Taking responsibility to care for
a child of an incarcerated parent
comes with significant obligations.
Laws regarding custody and guardianship vary
depending on what the child’s living arrangements
were prior to their parent’s incarceration, and what is
planned or hoped for after their incarceration. Below
are a few things to consider, as well as some places to
go for information regarding specific situations.

TEMPORARY CARE AGREEMENT

When legal custodial parents go to prison, the care
of the child can be complicated. If the adult who
has agreed to care for the child while the parent
is in prison is not a legal custodial parent or a
legal guardian, one option is to seek a temporary
care agreement for the child. This requires getting
the custodial parent to sign and have notarized a

Temporary Care Agreement. Ideally, this would be
accomplished before the parent goes to prison.
This agreement authorizes the caregiver to communicate with the child’s school, health providers,
insurance, and other benefits providers, and make
decisions regarding the child during the incarcerated
parent’s absence. This document does not grant
custody or guardianship. If this is the route the family
decides to take, it might help to make sure the parent
going to prison signs more than one original and
the family keeps several copies handy, as different
organizations may require a copy of the agreement for
their records. For an example of this agreement, see
Resources on page 31.

CUSTODY OR GUARDIANSHIP

Gaining legal custody or guardianship of a child whose
parent is incarcerated has several ramifications. Often
times, there are significant financial considerations
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that should be given attention before deciding which
route to take. Custody for a child – called by the court
“parental rights and responsibilities” – is established
in the Family Division of Vermont’s Superior Court.
The guiding standard in all decisions is what is in the
best interest of the child.
The Superior Court’s Family Division can issue a
Temporary Order for custody, and then follow it with
a Final Order. It is difficult to change a Final Order. The
person asking for the change must prove that there
has been a “substantial and unanticipated change”
in the circumstances. One of the most important
impacts of gaining custody is that when the parent
is released, if they choose to re-gain custody, the
burden is on them to petition the Family Division and
prove they are fit to care for the child.
Guardianship over a minor child is awarded in the
Probate Division of Superior Court. A guardianship
is established when a parent is unable to care for
their child, including when a parent is incarcerated.
It is also awarded when a child has been abandoned
or abused, lacks proper parental care, or is beyond
the control of the parent. Guardianship ends when
the child turns 18. If the legal custodial parent has
consented to the guardianship, they can file a motion
with the court to terminate the guardianship. If the
guardian does not agree that the child should return
to the parent, the guardian must prove to the court
that the guardianship should continue. If the guardianship was established without the parent’s consent
it can only be terminated if there has been a change
in circumstances that warrant it. Detailed information about guardianship in Vermont can be found
at this link: www.vermontjudiciary.org/probate/
minor-guardianships.

Children who are placed with
family members or friends by DCF
receive financial supports that
children outside of the DCF system
do not.
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Vermont Kin As Parents is an organization specifically
focused on supporting kinship caregivers who are
raising children of relatives. They are an excellent
resource for information that could help the caregiver
decide what route to take when considering guardianship or custody based on their particular circumstances. See website: vermontkinasparents.org, or
call: 802-871-5104.
If the caregiver decides to petition for either guardianship or custody, they can speak with the local court
clerk for help filing the correct forms and fees. The list
of Vermont’s courts and contact information can be
found here: vermontjudiciary.org/court-locations.

The guiding standard in all
decisions is what is in the best
interest of the child.
Court proceedings regarding custody, guardianship,
and adoption involve fees to be paid by the petitioner.
The local court clerk can provide details about the
fees and possible ways to have them waived.

VERMONT DEPARTMENT FOR CHILDREN
AND FAMILIES (DCF)

It’s not unusual for children with an incarcerated
parent to have or have had DCF involvement in their
lives, or to be in DCF custody when their parent is
incarcerated. Children who are placed with family
members or friends by DCF receive financial supports
that children outside of the DCF system do not. DCF
will not open a case just because a child’s parent is
incarcerated, but if the child is already in DCF custody
when the parent goes to prison, it can be helpful to
access the supports they make available to families.
To learn more about these services and to determine
if it would be beneficial to seek DCF’s help, contact
your local DCF Family Services office. The list of
district offices can be found at: dcf.vermont.gov/fsd/
contact-us.

RELEASE AND REENTRY

While the family and the incarcerated individual
might imagine that their return home may solve
some of the problems the incarceration created, even
if the sentence served was short, much may have
changed in the family’s life. They may have relocated
to a different home or community. Children may
be in new schools or childcare. The caregiver has
been the primary parent and breadwinner, and the
parent returning from incarceration may be unable
to immediately become an active parent or income
provider while meeting the requirements of supervised release.
Children might also worry that their parent will leave
again and go back to prison. The reentry of the
parent into the community from prison is as significant to their children as their departure was, and
close attention to the child’s feelings and experiences may be needed to help them cope.
Finding a way into new family routines can be hard,
and will almost certainly take time. The more these
challenges can be anticipated, and planned for,
the less difficult they will be. Identifying sources of
support is essential. Each county has at least one
Community Justice Center (CJC), and they have
staff with unique experiences and skills related to
reentry to the community after prison who may be

able to help. For more information about Vermont’s
Community Justice Centers, see the following
website: doc.state.vt.us/justice.
Individuals leaving prison typically do so with a variety
of rules and conditions they must follow. Below are
some terms the family may hear when the incarcerated parent begins to talk about their release.

FURLOUGH

This is a program for early release that allows for
return to the community prior to an individual’s
scheduled release date. Those released on furlough
are technically still “inmates” serving the end of their
sentence in the community. They must follow very
strict conditions, which may include: wearing a GPS
ankle bracelet, early curfews, restrictions on where
they live, visitors, travel, and participation in group or
counseling programs.

PAROLE

Individuals on parole have served their minimum
sentence and have been approved for parole by the
parole board. They must complete certain requirements set by their parole officers. They continue to
be supervised less stringently by the Department of
Corrections.
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MAX-OUT

When an individual has served his or her entire
sentence they have “maxed out” and are no longer
subject to supervision by the Department of Corrections.

CONDITIONS OF RELEASE

This term refers to the rules an individual must follow
after they are released into the community under
the Department of Corrections supervision. Conditions typically include several “standard conditions”
that everyone on furlough must follow, and could
include special conditions that apply specifically to
the individual such as prohibitions on contact with
victims. If the individual will be interacting with their
child and family, it is very important for the family to
know those conditions. Some of the release conditions might impact their child. For example, the
formerly incarcerated parent may be limited in where
they can go, have to keep to a curfew, and have strict
limits on overnight guests. Caregivers can ask to see
the conditions, and if the family has questions or
concerns they can call the parole/probation officer
for clarity. See website for Probation and Parole
offices: doc.vermont.gov/custody-supervision/field.
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JUSTICE CENTER REENTRY PROGRAMS

Community Justice Centers (CJCs) can help individuals
reentering the community after incarceration to
successfully adjust through this transition. CJCs
provide opportunities to gain the skills needed for
successful social, family, and work life. Reentry
planning should begin several months prior to
release, with referral to a restorative reentry program
by a Vermont Department of Corrections supervisor,
or probation/parole officer. Sometimes individuals
who are incarcerated write letters to CJCs looking
for services, but it’s important to note that those
letters are typically given to the Probation and Parole
Office. When an individual is referred for services,
a community justice staff member will determine
whether the person is an appropriate match for
services. The two most common support programs
are: Circles of Support and Accountability (CoSA)
and Service Navigation, which is similar to case
management.
Circles of Support and Accountability (CoSA)
The CoSA is a small group of trained community
volunteers who are matched with an individual upon
release from incarceration. They must be referred by

their parole officer. This group meets regularly for at
least the first year of reentry. CoSA volunteers provide
emotional and practical support for the participant to
help him or her become a productive, self-supporting
citizen, manage their everyday challenges, and be
accountable for safe and responsible living.
Service Navigation
Individuals returning to the community after a period
of incarceration often benefit from one-on-one
support to find employment, housing, educational
opportunities, appropriate healthcare, substance
abuse and mental health treatment, life skills, and
driver’s license reinstatement. Some CJCs offer service
navigation for a period of time after incarceration,
tailored to the needs of the individual. At a minimum
they can make referrals to the needed resources in
the community.

Children who may have grown
accustomed to a different home
and different caregivers may
experience mixed feelings about
the re-appearance of an absent
parent, and confusion over
changed roles and responsibilities.

Not all CJCs offer the exact programs described
above, but they can help find alternative supports
and provide appropriate referrals. Although an
incarcerated parent’s return to the community can
be very stressful and full of obstacles, it may help
to remember that reentry can mean a fresh new
beginning as well.
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CONCLUSION
Thank you for your interest in this topic, and for
your willingness to learn more about the unique
experience of being a child with a parent in prison.
Whatever your role, you can help families get the
information and resources they need before, during,
and after a parent’s incarceration. By offering your
knowledgeable and compassionate support, you
can change a life.
Families Strong is available free and can be shared
with anyone who might be interested in its content.
For a printable version, go to the RBI web page at:
lrcvt.org/resilience-beyond-incarceration.
For questions or comments about Families Strong,
or the DOWNSTREAM film, please contact:
Tricia Long, LCMHC
Director, Resilience Beyond Incarceration
Lamoille Restorative Center
PO Box 148
Hyde Park, VT 05655
(802) 888-0538
tlong@lrcvt.org
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RESOURCES
Resilience Beyond Incarceration (RBI)
Training, outreach and consultation throughout VT; clinical case management for families in Lamoille Valley.
For more information, call RBI at the Lamoille Restorative Center: 802-888-0538, or see the website:
http://lrcvt.org/resilience-beyond-incarceration. Click on “Resources” for:
• An annotated bibliography --books to help children understand the experience of having a parent in prison
• Samples of personalized story scripts that can be adapted for a child’s own book
• Example of a Temporary Care Agreement
• Downloadable PDF of Families Strong
Vermont Department of Corrections
Guidelines and information for friends and families of an incarcerated person. doc.vermont.gov
Kids-A-Part
Keeping families connected when a mother is incarcerated at the Chittenden Regional Correctional Facility.
Lund Family Center. 802-864-7467 lundvt.org/kids-a-part
Camp Agape
Children ages 8-11 impacted by a family member’s incarceration can experience one week of free residential
summer camp. campagapevermont.org
Vermont Kin As Parents
Supporting caregivers who are raising children of family members. 802-871-5104 vermontkinasparents.org
Help Me Grow™
A resource for all Vermont families. Call 2-1-1 and ask for Help Me Grow to get information about child development, behavior, and resources.
National Resource Center on Children and Families of the Incarcerated
NRCCFI at Rutgers University has a Children of Incarcerated Parents library with factsheets and suggestions.
http://nrccfi.camden.rutgers.edu/resources/library/children-of-prisoners-library/
Osborne Association/NY Initiative for Children of Incarcerated Parents
Advocates for policies and practices that meet the needs of and respect the rights of children whose parents
are involved in the criminal justice system. www.osborneny.org/resources/see-us-support-us-toolkit/
San Francisco Children of Incarcerated Parents Partnership
Created the Children’s Bill of Rights and many resources to help with parental incarceration. www.sfcipp.org
Little Children, Big Challenges: Incarceration
A Sesame Street program with videos, books, worksheets for children and caregivers.
sesamestreetincommunities.org/topics/incarceration
Echoes of Incarceration
Youth of incarcerated parents create films sharing their own experiences. echoesofincarceration.org
DOWNSTREAM: The Effects of Parental Incarceration
Documentary film featuring the stories of those left behind when a parent goes to prison. downstreamfilm.com
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