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Introduction

There are times when being a parent is really hard. Sometimes being a child is hard too — especially 
when mom or dad is in prison. Staying connected with each other gets complicated during a period 
of incarceration. Some people say that when parents are sentenced, children are also sentenced. 
Moms and dads — and children — all lose their freedom to be together. When that happens, it’s harder 
to feel loved, known, and understood. These are things everybody needs, especially when we’re far 
away from the people who matter the most. 

Even when we’re physically separated, we can find new ways to strengthen our relationships. If 
you’re a child, how can you let your parent know what’s going on for you? How might you laugh 
together and have fun? Are there ways to share your sadness together and help each other when 
things are hard? 

If you’re a parent who is incarcerated, what can you do to stay connected with your child — will they 
know how much you love them and how important they are to you? How might you show them? 
Can you share some of your life with them and give them encouragement in their own life? Staying 
connected is important! These pages are full of ideas to help you get started. 
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Things to Consider
While in-person contact helps to create a special bond between a child and their parent in prison, 
visiting in a correctional facility may not be possible. This guide is about staying connected when 
visits are not possible, and staying connected between visits. There is information here for children, 
parents in prison, caregivers, and other supportive adults, which might include:

•	 counselors 

•	 teachers 

•	 social workers

•	 corrections staff 

Before turning any more pages, be sure to answer three critical questions:

Language Matters

Throughout this guide we avoid using the 
term “incarcerated parent.” We encourage you 
to do the same. Instead, you can say “moms 
and dads in prison” or “parents who are 
incarcerated.” Nobody benefits when people 
are defined by labels. Terms like “criminal,” 

“inmate,” “prisoner,” and “incarcerated 
parent” all continue to perpetuate damaging 
stereotypes and reinforce the painful stigma 
that prevents many children and families from 
seeking support.   

1 Is the child's contact with their parent in prison allowed, 
both by the court and the correctional facility?

2 If so, is contact desirable? Do the child, the parent in prison, 
and the child’s caregiver all want contact? 

3  If a child’s caregiver will allow contact, but is not able to  or 
chooses not to make it happen, is there another adult who 
can support the child to stay connected? 

Nobody benefits when  
people are defined by labels.
DON’T say:
X Criminal
X Inmate
X Prisoner 
X  Incarcerated parent

DO say:
✔  Moms and dads in prison
✔ Parents who are incarcerated
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How to Use This Guide
When parental incarceration impacts a family, many people 
are affected, and understanding each other’s experience can 
be extremely helpful. If everyone involved knows what others 
are thinking and feeling there’s a better chance of meeting one 
another’s needs. Rather than having a guide just for children, a 
separate one for parents in prison, and still another for caregivers 
and other supportive adults, all the information is compiled here. 

In the pages ahead you’ll find specific sections for children, 
caregivers, and parents, making it easy to find what is useful for 
you. You can choose to read only what is most relevant to you, 
but reviewing all the sections will give you an opportunity to 
better understand all the perspectives.  

Throughout this guide you'll find letters written by parents, 
children, and caregivers. Each of them has experienced the impact 
of parental incarceration. At the back of this guide are a variety of 
letter-writing activities and worksheets that anyone can use.

 

Understanding 
each other’s 
experiences 

can help enrich 
everybody’s efforts 
to stay connected.

If you are a child with a parent in prison, you’ll see this symbol in places with tips 
just for you. 

If you are a parent in prison, look for this symbol.  

If you are a caregiver or other supportive adult, look for this symbol.
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Benefits of Staying Connected
Regardless of what kinds of challenges and difficulties any of us 
face, having someone there to help makes a world of difference. 
This is true for both adults and children. We grow stronger and 
wiser together.

Staying connected isn’t easy though. There are complicated prison 
regulations, unanticipated expenses, and the busy demands of 
daily life, school, and work. Sometimes it feels better — at least 
temporarily — to avoid the intense emotions that connecting 
with a parent in prison can bring up. Over time though, 
parents and children who stay connected are likely to do 
better than those who don’t.

For a parent in prison, the opportunity to stay involved in their child’s life can be motivating. The 
desire to become a better mom or dad helps guide a parent toward bettering their own life, both 
inside and outside of prison. Staying connected provides a sense of purpose and hope.  

When mom or dad goes to prison, children often experience intense emotions and changes in their 
daily life. Even if their parent did not have a significant or consistent presence day-to-day, a child 
can be deeply impacted. Staying connected provides reassurance that their parent loves them, and 
empowers a child to be successful.

Staying connected 
means we can 
build resilience and 
get through the 
hard times.
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When a parent is incarcerated, there are 
several ways to communicate. Considering 
the advantages and disadvantages of each 

type of communication will help to determine what will work 
best for you. Letter writing is a relatively low cost way to 
stay connected, but it may take longer to receive a reply than 
through email. Video visiting can be a wonderful way for a 
child and parent to see one another, but it requires access to an 
electronic device and good internet. As you think about the 
different ways you would like to stay connected, pay attention 
to the possible costs as well as the benefits of each.

Letters
A letter is a gift that can be re-read many times. Letters convey love and comfort in a consistent and 
repetitive manner. They can include drawings or photos, and help to keep a record of passing time. 
(See letter-writing prompts and examples on pages 52-53.) Many children also enjoy sending copies 
of their artwork, school work, and report cards to their parent.  

Prison restrictions prohibit some things from being sent. The following are not allowed:

X Gifts,
X Packages,
X Envelopes, greeting cards, or stamps, and
X  Artwork created with glitter, glue, stickers, labels, staples, tape, string, clips, gel pens, colored 

markers, or crayons.

If a child creates something with materials that are not permitted in prison, a copy or photo could 
be sent. Many facilities only allow photos from a printing kiosk, not a home printer. 

When mailing letters, 
include the sender’s 
first and last name in 
the return address. If 
it is not addressed 
correctly, a letter 
may be denied at the 
correctional facility. 
See sample envelope  
at right.

Jane Greene
123 Elk Lane
Pleasantville, VT 05555

Thomas Greene
ID #: 012345
South Central Correctional Facility
456 Orion Street
Porter, VT 06666

Communicating From a Distance

 As you think 
about the different 
ways you would like 
to stay connected, 
pay attention to 
the possible costs 
as well as the 
benefits of each.
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If you have any questions about rules regarding mail to and from 
a facility, see your local Department of Corrections website to 
find a phone number for the facility. Ask to speak with someone 
in the mail room who can answer your specific questions. 

Email
Some parents in prison like to communicate with their child and 
family using email. The turnaround time between sending and 
receiving a message is relatively quick, however there is often a 
cost associated with sending and receiving emails. It is important to consider these questions:

• Can the parent or family cover these costs, and is this a priority for the family budget?
• Will the parent in prison have to rely on others to cover the cost, for example, a friend on the 

outside or a person in the correctional facility? What impacts might that have?

Phone Calls 
Unfortunately nobody — including children and caregivers — is permitted to call a dad or mom in 
prison. There are phones in the correctional facility that parents who are incarcerated can use but 
they’re only allowed to use the phone during specific times. Phone calls can be expensive and costs 
are paid either by the parent in prison or by somebody outside the facility, if they agree to accept the 

Assure a child 
that, even if mom 
or dad does not 
call, they are still 
thinking about 
them.
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charges of a collect call. In addition to the 
financial burden, parents may be unable to 
call their child because: 

• They might be in facility lockdown or 
solitary confinement. 

• They might have lost their privilege to 
use the phone. 

• They might be locked in their cell for 
mandatory head count. 

• A phone might not be available. Phones 
are shared and everyone waits for their 
turn. 

Talk with the child about the possibility of mom or dad not being able to call home and how this 
could be disappointing. Assure them that, even if mom or dad does not call, they are still thinking 
about them.

During phone conversations, when a child’s physical cues aren’t obvious, it’s important to be patient 
in waiting for their response. The younger the child, the longer it may take them to process a 
question and offer an answer. Jumping in too soon with a repeat question, or a new question, may 
interrupt their thought process and the child will need to start all over.  

Younger children frequently are not interested in talking on the phone. Caregivers often feel they 
must force them to do so. Parents may feel hurt if a child doesn’t want to come to the phone. 
Although talking with a parent is important, younger children need more than phone contact to stay 
connected. 

Calling your child from prison
ADVICE FROM MOMS WHO ARE INCARCERATED*

1  When calling babies and toddlers, don’t worry about having a “conversation.” Sing a familiar 
song, tell a simple story — the most important thing is for them to hear your voice.

2  Resist the urge to ask kids to pass on information to other adults, or to ask questions about 
their caregivers. This is your child’s time with you, and it’s important to make them the only 
focus.

3  End your calls the same way each time (I love you to the moon and back! See you later 
alligator!). Routines are comforting for kids, and help strengthen your bond.

* Contributed by staff and participants in the Kids-A-Part program at Chittenden Regional Correctional Facility, VT.
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Video Visits
In some correctional facilities video visits are another way to stay connected. These offer a great 
opportunity for a child to share some of the things that cannot be sent in the mail or brought to a 
visit in the facility. For example, a child may want to show mom or dad their art creation or how 
they decorated their bedroom. There are costs associated and you will need to determine if the 
added expense fits into your family budget.

It is important to prepare a child for what they might see in a video visit with their parent. For 
example, mom or dad may have a different haircut and different clothes. The room their parent is in 
may look stark, and there may be unfamiliar voices in the background. 
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1  You do not have to wait for a response before sending another 
letter. Children will look forward to each and every letter 
regardless of how long or short it is.

2  Your child may not have a caregiver who is willing or able to help 
them read your letter and respond. Try to find another adult who 
can support your child.

3  If your child tells you they do not want to receive letters from 
you, consider why they may be saying this. Are they testing you 
to see if you will continue to put in the effort to stay connected 
despite their efforts to push you away? Or, are they really trying 
to set boundaries with you in order to maintain their emotional 
wellbeing?

Whether you are a child, a parent in prison, a caregiver, or someone else providing support, there 
are several important things to keep in mind. The following tips will guide you in strengthening 
your relationship.

Tips for parents who are incarcerated
It is up to you to have an honest conversation with your 
child about how often and what type of communication 
you are able to have while incarcerated. You need to set 
reasonable expectations about what you are and are not 

able to do while you are away from your child. Don’t promise 
something you aren’t going to do! Your child will not only feel 
disappointed, but they will believe they’re not important to you 
and cannot rely on you. Inconsistency hurts.

Of course sometimes there will be circumstances that are out of 
your control — for example if the phones are not available, or the 
facility is on lock down. This is important information to share 
with your child and their caregiver so they will understand if 
and when that happens. It is your responsibility to manage your 
child’s expectations and to follow through on your commitments. 

When communicating with your child, remember they and their 
caregivers are busy and may not respond immediately to your letters 
or emails. This does not necessarily mean they don’t want to hear 
from you. They may respond at a later date. Keep in mind that:

Strengthening Relationships

Make sure 
your plan for 
communicating is 
feasible so that 
your child can rely 
on you to follow 
through. This 
helps your child 
feel secure, and 
builds their trust 
in you.
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As you consider how and when you will communicate with your child, think about the following:

• How often will you write letters to your child? 
• How often will you call your child on the phone? Email? Video visit? 
• What is the cost associated with letter writing/phone calls/emails/video visits?
• What can you/your family afford? Consider this as you figure out how often you will be able to 

communicate with them.
• How will you remember to write/call/email/video visit with your child?
• Can your child expect to hear from you on holidays or on their birthday?
• What might prohibit you from being able to communicate with your child?
• What support will you need in order to follow through on your commitment and who will you ask 

to help you?

STAY CONSISTENT AND LET THEM KNOW YOU ARE THINKING ABOUT THEM

If you think your child is testing you when they say they don’t want to hear from you, continue to write but 
know they may choose not to open your letters. You can also ask your child for their ideas about receiving 
letters from you. You may be surprised to hear they have a preference for how or when they want to get 
letters. Having a say in the process helps your child know that you value their opinions.  

If your child is truly setting boundaries with you and does not want to receive letters from you, respect 
their wishes. You can still write letters to save for a future time when – maybe even years from now – your 
child might appreciate having them. Simply writing letters, even if they are not sent, may also help you in 
unexpected ways.

Dear parent,
As a mom who has sat in my cell and had to think about how I was going to 

explain my incarceration to my kid, I get it. Explaining why you are there can 

be hard. There is no right answer but there are a few things to remember 

that are true for every kid. How you explain your own situation to your child/ 

children will depend on their age and how they best respond to hard and 

emotional conversations. Here is some advice:

see next page
R E A L  

LET TE RS
from parents, 

caregivers, 

and kids
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• Always be as honest and age appropriate as you can.

•  Anything your child is feeling is true and valid. It is your job to hold 

space for their feelings and simply accept them. 

•  Remind them that you are here for them, regardless of where you 

physically are. 

•  They may not want to talk to you. Your job is to continue to reach 

out and let them know you’re thinking about them and are willing 

to wait until they are ready. Don’t give up. It is important to be 

consistent, even if it doesn’t seem like it matters.

•  There are ways/activities to stay in contact without writing letters. 

You can draw pictures, write a story by mailing portions to them to 

add to, or even creating word searches. 

I know this time is difficult. You are filled with your own emotions and 

now trying to hold space for your child’s feelings as well. Sometimes it can 

feel overwhelming and like you want to give up, but don’t. I have been 

there, my kid did not want to talk to me and even said she hated me and 

I deserved to be in jail. It was so hard, and in the end, so worth it. Today, 

I have an amazing relationship with my daughter. We went through a lot 

together and while at times it is still hard, we are so close now. She knows 

that I am not going anywhere and that no matter what happens or where 

I am in this world, I will be there for her. Just stay consistent and know 

your child loves you.

 Ashley* 
* Contributed by Ashley Messier, Executive Director for Women’s Justice and Freedom Initiative, VT

continued from 

previous page
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Dear parent,
One of the ways to enhance your connection with your child or children 
through phone calls is to create a Phone Journal. Each week, spend some time 

writing down a short list of questions that you might want to ask your children, 

or things that you might want to share with them. The things that you share 

can be simple, and focused very much in the “here and now”. 
•  I saw a cardinal outside yesterday and wondered if you’ve been 

watching the birds at the feeder at Grammy’s house.•  If you were an animal, what kind would you be? Why?•  We had tomato soup for lunch yesterday. What have you been having for 

school lunch this week? Which was your favorite? Which was the worst?

•  What is your favorite color, ice cream flavor, superhero, movie, breakfast 

food, movie, TV show?

•  What was the funniest thing that happened at school this week? 
•  Would you rather eat a raw potato or a whole lime? Have a car that 

could fly or go underwater? Shovel snow or rake leaves? Be the worst 

player on a team that always wins or the best player on a team that 

always loses? Speak every language or play every instrument?
After your call, take a few minutes to write down what you talked about, and 

how your child answered the questions. If you’re feeling extra creative you can 

add some drawings to the journal, photos from magazines, or quotes that you 

learned in a group.

 
You can send each journal home when it’s full, send them on birthdays 

each year, or save the journals to give to your child when they’re older. 
 

Sincerely, 

Moms in the Kids-A-Part program**  Contributed by staff and participants in the Kids-A-Part program  

at Chittenden Regional Correctional Facility, VT

MAINTAIN A CONNECTION WITH YOUR CHILD THROUGH PHONE CALLS

R E A L  
LET TE RS
from parents, 

caregivers, 
and kids
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Tips for caregivers and others who can  
offer support 

Honesty builds trust. Listen non-judgmentally, and speak 
respectfully as you provide guidance. Don’t “bad talk” a child’s 
parent and don’t let your own feelings get in the way of a child’s 
relationship with their parent. Children often struggle with 
conflicting loyalty, and they have a right to come to their own 
decisions about people. 

Avoid using language like “inmate” or “criminal.” When referring 
to people in prison, say “dad who is in prison” or “mom who is 
incarcerated.” Be thoughtful about using phrases like “made a bad 
choice” or “made a bad decision” when talking about what their parent did. Instead use the phrase, 

“acted in a way.” For example, “Your mom acted in a way that hurt someone.” 

Words like “choice” and “decision” can leave a child feeling unloved. They may come to the 
conclusion that, if their parent loved them, they would have made a “better choice” about their 
actions. Most likely the parent’s behavior was an impulsive reaction given their immediate 
circumstances, health, and mental well-being at the time rather than a well-considered decision. It 
does not mean that a parent loves their child any less; suggesting otherwise can be hurtful.

Don’t let your own 
feelings get in the 
way of a child’s 
relationship with 
their parent.
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Talk about more than just incarceration; time in prison should 
not define a child’s parent. You can point out their dad’s or mom’s 
good qualities and share stories about experiences they had 
outside of prison. Because children will often identify with their 
parent, it is helpful to give them a positive image. 

When a child’s parent is incarcerated, they feel the burden of 
secrecy that comes with stigma. Caregivers have an important 
role in easing that burden. It might feel easier to avoid talking 
about incarceration, but your silence could actually send a 
harmful message. Instead try to anticipate what questions a child 
might have and consider in advance how you will answer. Make 
sure that any explanation or information you provide is consistent 
with what the child hears from the other adults in their life — conflicting 
“stories” create confusion and mistrust. 

You can rely on a variety of books and videos for support. Using these 
resources will help to assure a child they’re not alone, and there are lots 
of other children like them. You can create opportunities for a child to 
practice what they might say about their parent if asked.

HELPING A CHILD STAY CONNECTED TO THEIR PARENT  
IN PRISON

• Whenever possible, allow a child to choose how much interaction 
they would like to have with their mom or dad in prison, and 
whether they want to connect through phone calls, letters, 
email, or video.  Encourage them to communicate with 
their parent but never force them.

• Give the child a picture of their parent to look at when 
they are talking to them on the phone or writing to them.

• Help a child to write letters or emails. Be sure to address 
the envelope correctly. See page 8 for more information.

• Make sure the letters from their parent remain safe. Offer 
to make a copy for the child to hold onto and have close by, 
for example in their backpack or under their pillow. Keep 
the originals in a locked drawer or file cabinet. This lets the 
child enjoy a copy of their parent’s letter while assuring that 
the originals don’t get misplaced. 

• Help a child prepare for a phone conversation or video 
visit by thinking together about some things they want 
to tell their parent. See conversation starters for kids on page 36. During a video visit, provide 
a comforting blanket, pet, toy, or stuffed animal. The anxiety leading up to a video visit and the 
emotions a child might feel afterwards may be confusing, scary, and intense. Familiar items are a 
comfort.  

It might feel 
easier to avoid 
talking about 
incarceration, but 
your silence could 
actually send a 
harmful message.
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HELPING A PARENT IN PRISON STAY INVOLVED IN THEIR CHILD'S DAILY LIFE
• Put aside whatever personal opinions or feelings you may have toward the child’s parent and do 

the best you can to support their relationship.
• Suggest to the parent the best times to call their child. Keep in mind that prison rules and schedules 

limit a parent’s flexibility.
• Provide opportunities for the parent’s input to be included on decisions about their child.
• Keep the parent involved as much as possible in the child’s life.
• You can scan and make copies of the following items to send to the parent:

• Report cards,
• School work (projects, art pieces), and
• Individualized Education Plan (IEP) documents.

• You can send photographs of the following:
• Sporting events,
• Extra-curricular activities,
• School pictures, and
• Art projects.

• You can request to include the parent by phone in 
parent-teacher conferences as well as in meetings 
regarding:

• Special education services, and
• Health care and mental health counseling.

If you are helping a child send letters to their parent, 
remember that their mom or dad may not respond 
immediately to their child’s letter. This does not 
mean the parent doesn’t want to respond, or won’t 
respond at a later date. When an anticipated letter 
from their parent doesn’t arrive as a child had 
hoped, you might explain that:

Many people who are incarcerated struggle with reading and writing. If this is a challenge for the 
child’s mom or dad, you can suggest sending drawings rather than a wordy letter. 

• Prison security can delay the process.
• The parent might not have received the child’s letter because it included something prohibited 

from entering the correctional facility (like stickers or glitter).
• The correctional facility could be in lockdown so the parent is unable to write.
• A letter may have gotten lost in the mail system.
• The parent may not have letter writing supplies, stamps, and envelopes.
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RECOGNIZING SPECIAL MILESTONES AND MAJOR EVENTS IN A CHILD’S LIFE

Often there are major life events that happen while a parent is incarcerated. These might include a 
wedding, graduation, the arrival of a new baby, or the death of a friend, relative, or pet. There are 
also milestone events and special occasions that a child may experience without their parent present.  
It might be their birthday, losing their first tooth, singing a solo at their holiday concert, receiving 
an award at the end of the school year, or a sports championship. It might seem routine to you. Yet 
for a child it can feel like a big event worthy of recognition. Nothing can make up for a parent being 
absent when major life events and special occasions occur. Children often feel sad or angry when 
a parent is not there to celebrate or mourn with them. Yet, there are ways for a child and parent to 
share these special times together even when they are apart. Here are some ideas:  

• A parent might participate in planning for an event before it even happens. For example, they can 
brainstorm themes for a birthday party or the color of icing on the cake. This allows the parent to 
be involved in the event even when they can’t be physically present. If the event is happening at 
school or daycare, the parent might be able to communicate directly with the teacher or daycare 
personnel.  

• A child might want to write a letter to their parent to share news of a major life event. They can 
include details of the day including what the event looked like, who attended, and where it was 
held. The child may also choose to write about how they were feeling throughout the day.   

• A child might send their parent a photo of the major life event in the mail. This allows the parent to 
visualize what they could not be physically present for.  

• A caregiver may choose to share keepsakes with a parent such as their child’s letter to Santa, a 
letter from the tooth fairy, or a picture of their child at the band concert. 
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Dear caregivers,
I am the caregiver of five children who have parents in prison. Even though I 

have a lot of experience, I am still learning. Most of what I know I have figured 

out by trial and error, which may also be your best friend. Here are some tips I 

learned along the way. 

 
Expect anything from the child of an incarcerated parent because they 

are going to run a gamut of emotions. One day they are happy. The next day 

they are sad. It all comes from the fact that their parent is incarcerated. They 

don’t understand why they feel what they feel and you should not expect them 

to. They may not even be able to explain their emotions or behavior. Children 

that are in this position are in a fragile state that nobody can fully understand. 

As caregivers it is our job to allow children time and space to deal with their 

complicated emotions. 

 
Keep kids busy so that they don’t have all the time in the world to dwell 

on where their parent is or that they are not with them. We took a small day 

trip and went to Storyland and it was a day that I said was to help them not 

forget about things, but a day to think about the hard things less. That doesn’t 

do anybody any good. Getting them into summer camps and after school 

programs also helps. If you can find a camp or program with other children in 

a similar situation, it can really free your kids up to actually enjoy the things 

they are doing. 

 
As a caregiver, you can’t necessarily protect your child from hearing 

negative things even though you might like to. Tell your child that what other 

people say about their situation doesn’t matter because we know the truth. We 

know what happened. We may not know every detail or why it happened, but 

we know what we know. 

 
Prepare your child for the possibility of hearing something untrue about 

themselves or their parent. Let them know that they might have some bad 
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moments if this happens and they need to keep their head up and keep moving 

forward, not backward or sideways. Help your child understand that they have 

to decide how they are going to let those words affect them. 
If your child receives a letter from their parent and they don’t want to 

respond, let them know it is okay, but tell them that their parent would love to 

hear from them when they are ready. Tell your child that they can even write 

their parent an “I’m mad at you” letter. It’s all about communication. Everything 

we learn is all about healing. It is not about hanging on to anger or old wounds. 

It is about getting past it and moving on. Encourage children to tell their parent 

how they feel without worrying about their parent’s response.  
My last piece of advice is to care for yourself. Do the thing that makes 

you happy and relaxed. When I get a chance I grab the fishing pole and head 

off to the stream and just give some worms a bad day.  
See you on the river bank,     Ernie
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Dear caregivers,
I know how hard it can be to support a child with a parent in prison. My 

grandma struggled with knowing what to do and how to make the right 

decisions the whole time both of my parents were in prison. It can be scary to 

think of allowing a child to go into a place like a prison to visit their parent, but 

let me tell you, it’s the best thing that my grandma ever did for me. 

 
Of course having a parent in prison is not an ideal situation, but it 

happens, and supporting contact is the best thing you can do for their child. 

In my opinion allowing visits is crucial to maintaining a healthy relationship 

between children and their parent. The visits I had with my mom while she was 

incarcerated gave us the chance to create memories together. 

 
No matter what has happened between you and the child’s parent, you 

should never talk negatively about their mom or dad. It is also never okay to 

prevent contact because of your own feelings about their parent. 

 
Supporting communication between parents and their children and 

encouraging kids to tell their parents what’s going on in their lives is incredibly 

important. Phone calls are helpful in maintaining a relationship. As long as it’s 

safe, allowing a private space between the child and their parent helps them 

talk about what they want to.

 
Another super helpful way to maintain communication is letters and 

pictures. Mail tends to be an easy form of communication and can be pretty 

fun for both sides. If letters don’t feel easy because of writing struggles, 

drawing is a great option. Maybe even playing a game where one person starts 

the drawing and then they send it back and forth until it’s finished. Any way 

you can, support contact in many forms. 

 
My grandma held all the power when it came to whether or not I 

would see my mom, and thanks to her not letting her own feelings get in the 
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way I have an incredible relationship with my mom today. I am so thankful my 

grandma saw how important it was for me to see my mom even when it wasn’t 

easy. Remember, it will be a struggle, but take it one day at a time.

  Alyena
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Tips for children  

There are many fun ways to connect with your 
mom or dad even when they are incarcerated.  It won’t 
feel the same as it used to. It might have been easier 
to talk to them before they went to prison. Now you 
might wonder what to say or write, and if there are 
things you shouldn’t tell them.

 ★ You can tell your parent anything you choose 
to tell them. You have the right to ask whatever 
questions you need answered. Your parent 
might not have all the answers, but you can ask 
them to tell you what they know. 

 ★ You can tell your dad or mom about the fun and happy 
things in your life, and not worry that they will feel sad. Your parent may 
feel sad because they miss you. They will probably also feel happy about the 
exciting things you are enjoying, and they will celebrate your successes!

 ★ You can tell your mom or dad that you miss them, and talk about 
anything you’re struggling with. Sometimes children think they should 
not worry their parents by sharing their own struggles. That’s not true. You 
can talk about the hard things that might be going on in your life, and the 
feelings you have.      

 ★ You can make a “treasure box” where you keep small items that you’ll 
share with your dad or mom when they get out of prison. For example, 
if you find a special feather or a rock, or if you win a prize or medal, you can 
keep it in a treasure box to show them later.

 ★ You can choose whether or not to read any letter that your parent 
sends. If you don’t want to read it or aren’t yet ready to read it, you can put 
it somewhere safe — like in a drawer — to keep for another time. Some day 
in the future you might want to read their letter, or you may choose never to 
read it, and that is okay too. 

 ★ You can choose whether or not to respond to any letter that your mom 
or dad sends you from prison. If you do not want to write back, you do not 
have to. If you would like to write to your mom or dad but don’t know where 
to start, you can ask somebody you trust to help with a letter. If you’re not 
sure what to write about, you can use the ideas on page 36 or use one of the 
worksheets on pages 61–64.
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 ★ You may be sad that your parent is in prison. Try to remember that it is 
not your responsibility to comfort them. Sometimes when a parent goes 
to prison, children think it is their job to help the people around them feel 
better. While you might want to provide comfort 
for your parents, caregivers, and siblings, it’s also 
important to enjoy your life as a child without adult 
worries and responsibilities.

1
   Remember that whatever action 

your parent took, it is not your 
fault, and it never will be.

2
   Your parent loves you more 

than you will ever know, even 

when it doesn’t feel like it.

3
   Having your parent in prison will 

be hard, but it does get better 

over time.

4
    It is normal to have a lot of 
mixed up feelings.

5
   You don’t have to carry this load 

on your own. Share what you 
are going through with people 
you trust. It is important for 

them to know what is happening 

in your life. 

6
   It is okay to be angry, and there 

is no timeline on how long you will 

feel angry. 

7
   Take this 
one day 
at a time. 
Trying to 

plan weeks, 

months or 

years from 

now is too 

stressful.

8
   As hard as it is to spend your 

Saturdays on long drives to visit 
your parent, do it. You may 

regret it someday if you don’t. 

9
   Do not let anyone make you 
feel like there is something 
wrong with you, or that you are 

damaged, because your parent is 

gone. 

10
   There is absolutely nothing 

wrong with you. You are loved 
and wonderful just as you 

are.

Advice for kids from kids:
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Hello, 
I know what it’s like to have a parent in prison. You and I may not have exactly 

the same experiences, but I have some advice that might be useful. I wish 

someone would have told me these things when I was growing up. My dad 

didn’t love me any less because he was in prison.

 
I know what it’s like to have conflicting feelings, bouncing between 

sadness, anger, loneliness, happiness, frustration and a million other emotions 

that you didn’t even know you had. That can be confusing and scary and it’s 

completely okay! It is also okay to not feel anything at all or to not think about 

your parent for a day or two. 

 
The biggest thing you need to remember is that you are not a bad 

person because of what your parent did and their actions don’t make them a 

bad person. Don’t ever let yourself think that you could have done something 

different to change the situation. You will drive yourself crazy thinking “what if.”

 
People can be mean and kids can be even worse than adults. They 

may treat you differently because your parent is arrested or in prison. Maybe 

they’re not being mean, but instead are choosing to baby you. Or they may go 

out of their way to tell you how bad they feel for you and that they will always 

be there for you. Sometimes those interactions are really hard because you 

know that the person means well but their words leave you feeling even worse, 

like a charity case, or that you are slowly becoming labeled as “the kid with a 

parent in jail.”

 
You may struggle to believe that your parent still loves you. It is 

important to remember that they always want to talk to you or see you, but 

they are not the ones choosing what their days look like. Prisons have very 

strict rules and schedules in place, and things change very quickly. Sometimes 

a phone call or a visit is missed and it has nothing to do with your parent. 

Something could have happened in the prison that prevented them from 
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calling. I think it is best to simply ask them what happened and allow them to 

explain before you jump to being angry. 

 
Communicating with your parent can be hard. Sometimes I had 

nothing to say to my dad. Other times I was mad and I didn’t want to talk. It 

might have been because of something that someone had said to me, or simply 

because I had a bad day. Hearing what everyone says about you or your 
parent can be hard. It is important to tell your parent how difficult that is for 

you. Your parent loves you regardless. At the end of the day your relationship 

is what you make of it. On days where you don’t feel like talking on the phone, 

that’s okay. You can draw them a picture, write them a poem, or a letter. Your 

parent wants nothing more than to know how you are feeling. 
Here is the best advice I ever got. Your story is just that, yours. You have 

the power to tell people as much or as little as you want. If you don’t want 
people to know that your parent is currently in prison then you don't have 
to tell them. Simply say that your parent is living out of state or in a different 

town. It’s not a lie and sometimes it is easier. It is all about what you are 
comfortable with. If you don’t want to tell them anything that’s your decision. 

Remember your parent loves you no matter what. You’re not a bad person for 

loving someone who made a mistake. 

I really hope this helps.  

 

 
 Caleb
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Dear Friends,
As someone who has a mother who spent fifteen years in prison with solitary 

confinement as part of that time, I wanted to write to you to let you know you are 

not alone. I remember seeing my mom’s “mugshot” in the newspapers, and untrue 

stories being circulated in our community about my mom and family. The feelings I 

had of isolation and a rightful sense of betrayal still affect me to this day. 

 One of the biggest challenges of having a parent incarcerated is that 

the difficulties you experience are invisible to others. You and your family may 

experience feelings of isolation and possibly hurtful impacts of stigma. In many 

ways having your parent go to prison is similar to your parent dying, yet much more 

complex. All your feelings are valid, of course, and remember that you are important 

and unique just for who you are. There are millions of other children and adults who 

have been through similar struggles. You are not at fault or “lesser” than any other 

person in this world just because your parent is in prison. 

 People can make very big mistakes. Those that are prosecuted for their 

mistakes are disproportionately People of Color, especially young Black men, as 

well as people who are mentally ill or struggling with addiction. The United States 

houses 25% of the total global prison population, yet we are only 5% of the global 

population. Knowing this, you can make your own choices about accountability, 

responsibility, and what we call “justice” in our country. 

 I remember visiting the prison for the first time. It was cold, dark, and nobody 

smiled. The Correctional Officers called my mom by her inmate number or her 

last name only. They were not in the least warm or kind. Only after a few years of 

visiting did I start to understand that Correctional Officers were people too, just 

doing a job to feed their families and pay their bills. They did not deserve my anger 

or pain, even though to this day I do not at all agree with prisons and what they do 

to people. 

 You see, all people have an equal right to be on this planet. Nobody has less 
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of a right than another, just because they may have done something very bad. Your 

parent had a purpose coming into this life and they are equally as important to this 

world as the next person, regardless of background, race, struggles, or poor choices. 

What your parent did doesn’t define them and it certainly doesn’t define you.
  There are many responses to having a parent incarcerated and they are all 

valid. My brother and I handled our mother’s incarceration differently. You have 

the right to decide what is best for you. Some kids decide they need to distance 

themselves; others feel responsibility and are overly protective. Most importantly, 

you need to know you are supported and not alone. There are people who can and 

will listen to you.

  I went through a lot of pain and anger over losing my mom. She missed 
out on many major life events in the fifteen years she was in prison. To me, that is 

inhumane torture of people regardless of what they did. One of the ways I dealt 

with my mother being gone for so long was through good music with positive 
messages about humanity and how we all belong. Another way I processed was 

to advocate for prison reform. As an adult now, I write about the Prison Industrial 

Complex and the billions of dollars they make off prisons and people being 
incarcerated. My work has been widely published and I have become a leader in 

promoting restorative justice. 

 I’d like this letter to give you some form of hope. You are very special as you 

are, regardless of what happened to your parent. Your feelings, your process, and 

your life are your own. Please honor what you need in order to be real about what 

has happened to you and your family. Let me know if you need a listening ear.
 Take good care,  
  Molly R. Leach 
   

Founder and Executive Producer for Restorative Justice on the Rise
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As they try to make sense of what has happened, children will ask a lot of 
questions. If you are a parent, caregiver or other supportive adult, you may find 
yourself 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 
a parent has gone, it is important for all of the adults in a child’s life to be truthful about what’s 
happened and to provide consistent explanations. 

Below are some of the questions a child may ask a parent who is incarcerated. These are followed by 
a few examples of how the parent could respond. Answers can be adapted for caregivers and other 
supportive adults.  

Where are you?  
• “I am in a correctional facility, also sometimes called a prison. This is a place where adults sometimes 

have to go when they have broken a law.” 
• “I am in a place with other adults who have also broken the law. I am not allowed to leave until a 

judge gives permission.” 

If you have not yet been convicted, you could say, 

• “Some people think that I have broken a law. Right now they are trying to figure out exactly what 
happened. Then a judge will decide if I need to stay here any longer.”

Why are you in prison?
• “When people break the law, like I did, they get arrested and have to go to court. Sometimes they 

have to go to prison.”
• “Laws are rules about how adults must behave and how they are supposed to treat other people.”
• “I love you and would rather be home with you, but I have to spend time in prison because of what I 

did. That’s how the laws work.”

You can explain what you did. For example, 

• “I stole some things that didn’t belong to me.” Or, “I hurt someone in a fight.”

Are you OK there?
• "I don't like being here, but I am OK. Prison is not comfortable, but I have food and a bed."

• “There are officers here who try to keep people safe. They are called ‘correctional officers.’”
• “There are also nurses who work at the prison.”

Answering Children’s Questions 
About Incarceration
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When are you coming home? 
If you are in prison awaiting sentencing, you can say, 

• “We don’t know yet when that will happen. As soon as I know 
more, I will tell you.” 

If you are currently serving a sentence, keep in mind that, even 
when a prison sentence specifies an anticipated parole or release 
date, it is impossible to tell a child exactly when you will “come 
home.” Often, there are unpredictable circumstances that must 
be taken into account. For older children, you can provide 
information about your sentence and give a general timeframe, 
for example: 

• “After school gets out next summer,” or “Sometime during your 
senior year.” 

Younger children have a different sense of time so be as specific 
as possible. It’s best to tell them clearly when you won’t be home, 
so they aren’t thinking that you’ll magically show up for their 
birthday or on a special holiday. You can say something like:

• “I won’t be home for another three birthdays,” or “Not until after the snow melts next spring.” 

If you are serving a life sentence, you and your child’s caregiver will want to carefully consider how 
to answer this question. For young children, it can be best to answer with:

• “Not for a very, very long time, not until after you are all grown up, and maybe never.”

Who is going to take care of me?
• “You will live with [name of person, if known]. They’ll take good care of you while I am away. If you 

are sad, angry, worried, or confused about anything, you can ask them for help.”

If your child will stay in the same community and school, you can tell them, 

• “You’ll still go to the same school and be able to play with your friends.”

If your child will move to a new community and school, you can say,

• “You’re going to move to ________. You’ll have a new teacher at _______ school, where you will 
meet new friends. Your old friends from ________will still be friends even though you won’t see 
them every day.”

Is this my fault?
Kids won’t necessarily ask this question out loud. You need to constantly remind them that,

• “No, you did nothing wrong. I had to leave because of my own mistake and the action I took.”
• “There is nothing you could have done to make this any different.”

Do you still love me?
• “I will love you forever even when we are apart.”

Regardless of 
whether you 
are a parent, 
caregiver or other 
supporting adult, 
give truthful 
and consistent 
messages using 
age-appropriate 
explanations.
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Sometimes being in prison leaves you wondering what 
to talk about with your child, whether on the phone, in a 
video visit, or in a letter. You might not know how to get 

a conversation going. You might even think your child is better 
off without you. Rest assured that regardless of what brought you 
to prison, you still have an important role as a parent. Your job is 
to learn about your child and what they need, to understand them, 
and to value and respect them. Even if you feel hurt or angered by 
what your child expresses, listen patiently to whatever they have 
to say. Avoid giving advice without first asking if they’d like to 
hear your opinion or suggestion. Keep the focus on them, and on 
strengthening your relationship. 

Your phone calls and letters can help to build your 
child’s sense of self-worth which may have been damaged 
by your actions and your incarceration. You could start by saying 

“I miss you very much and think about you often,” and then 
continue with a phrase like:

• “Here are some of the things about you that I miss…” 
• “One thing I really admire about you is…” 
• “Something special about you is…” 
• “You are good at…”
• “One hope or dream that I have for you is...”

Consider making a list of your child’s strengths and skills.  You might do the “Claim Your Strengths” 
activity together (see page 39). 

Asking your child about their daily life can help them feel known and valued. It 
shows that you’re interested in the things that matter to them. For example, ask about their favorite 
activities, foods, books, teachers, classes, shows, things to do, or people to spend time with. You can 
share some of your favorites too.

Your child may appreciate hearing stories about themselves when they were 
younger.  Sharing what you remember about them can help strengthen their bond with you. 
Consider starting with a phrase like: 

• “I remember when you were a baby and…”  
• “I remember on your birthday we …”   
• “I remember when you learned how to …”

Conversation Starters  
for Parents in Prison

Help your child to 
heal by making 
amends. Although 
you can’ t change 
the past, you 
can improve the 
future. Start now 
by communicating 
honestly and 
consistently with 
them.
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Your child might also like to hear about your life (past and present) to help them get to 
know you better. Consider starting with phrases like:

• “When I was a kid my favorite person was …”
• “When I was your age I liked to …”
• “One of the things I’m good at is…”
• “I would like to learn how to …”
• “If I’m angry, I calm myself by…”
• “If I’m sad, here’s what I do to feel better…”
• “Something I regret is…” 
• “The best thing I’ve done in my life is…”

Your child may have questions about what you do while you’re in prison. Most 
children are both curious and concerned, yet may also be reluctant to ask. Sharing your answers to 
the questions below will help them to better understand prison life and feel more connected to you.  
You might do the “Draw a Picture of Your Room” activity together (see page 47). 

What do you do 
while you are in 
prison?

Do you have a 
library? What books 
have you read?

Where do you 
eat? What do 
you eat for 
breakfast, lunch, 
dinner?

What time 
do you go 
to bed?

Can you go 
outside? What 
do you get to do 
outside?

What classes do you take? 
What are you learning?

Who are your friends 
in prison? What do you 
do together?

Do you work while you are living in 
prison? What do you do for a job?

Ready to write a letter? 
Check out the worksheets 
on pages 61–64.



34   Staying Connected: Strengthening Relationships Between Children & Their Parents in Prison Resilience Beyond Incarceration: lrcvt.org  

Dear Taylor,
Grandma told me you got a 100% on your spelling test! You are very smart, 

what a great job! I am so proud of you. You have always been great at 

spelling and reading. I really like hearing about school and what you’re 

doing. It would be nice to hear about these things from you as well as from 

Grandma. 

 
I know that you are feeling angry and sad. It’s okay for you to be 

mad at me and hurt by what I did, and to be sad that I am in prison. We 

talked about what prison is on the phone, a place where people go when 

they haven’t followed the laws (rules). I have to be here for a while and I 

know that’s hard. I also know that my actions have hurt you. 

 
I made some mistakes and I need to take responsibility for them. 

You did nothing wrong. You are the best thing in my life and I love you so 

much. I hope that we can talk more, but 

I will wait until you’re ready. Even if you 

don’t want to write to me, I may send you 

a letter every week, just so you know I’m 

here and that I’m thinking about you. 

 
I love you, 

 
 

 
Dad
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Ellie –  
I know you are a little old 

for Disney princesses, but 

I don’t know what else to 

draw you? Maybe you could 

give me some ideas of things 

you like so I can draw them 

for you, okay? But until then I 

guess you are stuck with what 

you get. 

 
I miss you so bad, I wish I could talk to you and hear how you are 

doing? I would really love to know about school, friends, fun, anything you 
are doing!

 
I’m still doing good. I have a few friends in here and I have a nice 

lady for a roommate. They will be moving me to a much better unit here 
soon and I am very excited! I can’t wait to drink a coffee. 

Well, I love you and I hope to hear from you soon. 

 
Love,   Mommy      XOXOXXOOXO
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When your parent is in prison, you might wonder what to talk about on the phone, or write 
about in a letter. Here are some ideas. Start by choosing a question, and then share your 
answers with your parent. You can use these to get a conversation started, and pretty soon 

you’ll come up with your own ideas too.

Who are your 
friends at 
school? What 
do you like to 
do together?

What is your 
most favorite 
or least favorite 
class in school? 
Who is your 
teacher?

What activities do you 
do outside of school? For 
example, band, martial 
arts, dance, and summer 
camps. What are your 
favorite parts? 

Do you have a pet? What 
kind of animal are they? 
What do you like to do with 
them?

Do you have a 
favorite toy? Why 
is it your favorite?

What is your 
favorite 
movie? What 
is it about? 
Who is your 
favorite 
character?

What is your favorite 
thing to do outside 
during each season? 
Think about what 
you do in summer, 
autumn, winter, mud 
season, and spring.

What do you 
like to do 
with your 
free time?

What did you 
do this past 
weekend? 
What are you 
planning to do 
next weekend?

Conversation Starters  
for Children
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Are you on 
a sports 
team? Tell me 
about what 
happens at 
practice. 
How are your 
games going? 

Have you gone to any 
new places or taken a 
trip? Where did you go? 
What did you do? 

What is your 
favorite food to 
eat? What did you 
have for breakfast, 
lunch, and dinner?

What book are you 
reading right now? 
What is the book 
about? Who are the 
characters?

What are your 
favorite foods 
to cook? Who 
do you cook 
with? What is 
a recipe you 
like?

Have you gone 
on any school 
fieldtrips? Where 
did you go and 
what did you do?

Are you watching 
any good TV shows? 
What is your favorite 
show about? Who are 
the characters?

What 
questions 
would you like 
to ask your 
mom or dad?

What feelings do you 
have about your dad or 
mom being in prison? 
For example, worry, 
confusion, anger, or 
sadness.

If you miss 
your mom or 
dad, what are 
some things 
you miss?

Ready to write a letter? 
Check out the worksheets 
on pages 61–64.
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It can be fun for children and parents to have an activity to do together 
rather than simply exchanging written words. A caregiver or other 
supportive adult may need to help. There are lots of fun activities 

described here. Remember, you can do them together more than once. Maybe you can even make it a 
goal to do some of the activities 10 times or 100 times!

Games, riddles, stories, and art projects

Sharing Activities Together

1. Create an  
original masterpiece 

(best done through mail)

Draw a picture for your parent/child to paint 

or color. You could make a cartoon, portrait, 

landscape, stained glass window, anything! Ask 

them to either show you their creation the next 

time you video visit or send a scanned image. 

2. Read a book together (can be done through mail, email, video visit, or phone call)
Choose an age appropriate book to read together. If the library in the prison does not have this book available, consider reading the book over the phone or in a video visit. Together, answer the questions below: 

 ★ What did you think about the book?  ★ Tell me about your favorite character. ★ What was your favorite scene? Why?  ★ Tell me about the ending. How would you have ended this?  ★ If this book had a sequel, what would happen?
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3. Claim your strengths (best done through mail or email)
Talk with each other about what you see as your own strengths and 
what you see as each other’s strengths. (See page 54–55 for real 
examples.) Write a list.

 ★ Child’s prompt: These are some of my strengths.  Parent’s prompt: These are some of the strengths I see in you.  ★ Parent’s prompt: These are some of my strengths as a parent.  
Child’s prompt: These are some of the strengths I see in you as a 
parent. 

You can repeat this activity again, and this time you can share with each 
other what you like about yourself and what you like about each 
other. Write a list.

 ★ Child’s prompt: Here is what I like about me.  Parent’s prompt: Here is what I like about you. ★ Parent’s prompt: Here is what I like about me.  Child’s prompt: Here is what I like about you. 
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4. Play the alphabet game (best done through mail or email)  
One way to play is to choose a prompt question below or think of 
your own. Send it to your parent/child and have them create a 
list where each of their answers starts with a different letter of 
the alphabet.

For example, if mom or dad chooses the prompt, “What do you 
remember about me?” The child might answer: “A” for apples 
because you taught me how to cut one in half and see the star in 
the middle, “B” for the bonfires we used to have where you made 
me s’mores, or “C” for the card trick you showed me when I was 
seven.

Or another way to play is to choose a prompt question below or think of 
your own. Send it to your parent/child and have them start the game by 
answering your question with the first letter of the alphabet. When you 
receive their response, answer the same question with the second letter of 
the alphabet. Continue this back and forth until you've finished the alphabet 
and you would each have sent and received 13 letters. Prompt ideas:

 ★ What do you remember about me? ★ What are some of our favorite activities to do together? ★ What are your favorite foods to eat? ★ What are your favorite animals?

5. Write a story together  
(best done through mail or email)

Start by writing the first few lines of a story. Send 

your lines to your parent/child and ask them to 

add on to your story and send it back. Continue 

this and see where your story goes! 
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6. Finish the creature drawing 

(best done through mail)

This activity encourages your creativity. You can have some fun 

working together. (Be sure to avoid materials that are not allowed in 

the facility such as markers, crayons, glue, or glitter. See page 8 for 

details on restricted materials.)

 ★ Start by folding a piece of paper in thirds. 

 ★ On the top third of the paper, draw a head — human, animal or 

made-up creature. Your drawing can be realistic or silly. For 

example, it could be something with four eyes and horns.

 ★ Send your drawing to your parent/child. Be sure to attach the 

instruction sheet on page 65. They will draw a body in the middle 

part.

 ★ They will send it back to you so you can finish the picture by 

drawing the legs and feet on the bottom part.

 ★ Show your parent/child the final picture either by sending a copy 

back to them or showing them next time you video visit!
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7. Share the scribble game 
(best done through mail)

Here is an artistic activity that encourages flexibility. You’ll need your 

imagination for this one!  

 ★ Start with a piece of blank paper and a pencil or pen. 

 ★ Draw a scribble in the center of the paper. 

 ★ Send your scribble to your parent/child. Be sure to attach the 

instruction sheet on page 66.

 ★ They will turn the scribble into something recognizable. See examples 

below for ideas.

 ★ Make sure to show your parent/child the finished picture either by 

sending a copy back to them or showing them next time you video visit.
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8. Guess the pencil rubbings (best done through mail)
You get to be a “texture detective” for this activity that encourages exploration of your surroundings and uses critical thinking skills to solve the mystery. 

 ★ All you need is a piece of blank paper and a pencil.
 ★ Find something in your space that has texture. For example, leaves, tile, brick, or a coin. 

 ★ Lay your paper over the textured item and use the side of your pencil lead to lightly rub on the object. You will see the texture of the object show up on the piece of paper.  ★ Send the rubbing to your parent/child with the instruction sheet on page 67, and ask them to guess what the textured item was. If possible, have them send you one in return. 

9. Color the mandala 

(best done through mail)

Coloring a mandala allows you to be creative while also relieving stress and 

encouraging relaxation.

 ★ Find a mandala you like. You can choose one on pages 70–73 or find one 

from the internet. 

 ★ Use colored pencils, crayons, markers or gel pens to color the mandala.

 ★ Either scan your drawing and print on printer paper or take a photo of 

your drawing and have it printed from a commercial printing outlet. 

 ★ Send to your parent along with a blank copy of the mandala so he or 

she can color their own and send back to you. 
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10. Make a word search 
(best done through mail)

Consider using the example on page 68 or creating 

your own word search using the template on page 

69. Send to your parent/child and encourage them to find 

all the hidden words. If you create your own, you can come up 

with a theme for your word search such as “Things We Love to Do 

Together,” “Foods We Love to Eat,” etc.

Another fun, and slightly more difficult alternative to this activity 

is to create a word search that does not reveal the theme. Simply 

provide a grid full of letters and ask your parent/child to find as 

many words as they can, and guess the theme of your 

word search.

11. Guess riddles
(best done through phone or video visit)
Share a riddle with your parent/child and see if they can come up with the 
answer. Below are some fun riddles to get you started: ★ What has to be broken before you can use it? (an egg) ★ I’m tall when I’m young, and I’m short when I’m old. What am I? (a candle)

 ★ What is full of holes but still holds water? (a sponge) ★ What is always in front of you but can’t be seen? (the future) ★ What goes up but never comes down? (your age) ★ What gets wet while drying? (a towel) ★ What can’t talk but will reply when spoken to? (an echo) ★ The more of this there is, the less you see. What is it? (darkness) ★ What has hands and a face, but can’t hold anything or smile? (a clock)
 ★ It belongs to you, but your friends use it more. What is it? (your name)
 ★ I have a tail and a head, but no body. What am I? (a coin)
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12. Be a math wizard
(best done through phone or video visit)
Watch your child/parent be shocked by this easy math trick that works every time! ★ First, think of any number.

 ★ Next, multiply it by 3. 
 ★ Add 6.

 ★ Divide by 3.
 ★ Finally, subtract your original number.  ★ The answer should always be 2! 

13. Share mad libs 
(best done through phone or video visit) 

Find a Mad Libs story online or create your own by writing a 

short story with blanks that your parent/child will fill in as you 

prompt them. Each blank should have the part of speech (noun, 

adjective, and verb) that you need them to use. Oftentimes 

when the blanks are filled in, these stories turn out to be silly. 

Next time you speak to your parent/child on 

the phone or during a video visit 

ask them to fill in the blanks 

with the prompts you provide: 

noun, adjective, verb. A noun 

is a person, place or thing. 

An adjective is a word that 

describes something. A verb is 

an action word. Then read the 

story aloud to your child/parent 

so they can hear the results.

X x 3 + 6    3 - X 

= 2 ! 
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14. Share a song or rhyme 
(best done through phone or video visit)

Are there songs you like to sing together or rhymes 

you like to share? Consider singing a song or 

rehearsing a rhyme together over a phone call or 

video visit. If you don’t already have a song or rhyme 

in mind, try one of these:

The Itsy Bitsy Spider

The itsy bitsy spider crawled up the water spout.  

(Use your fingers like a spider to crawl up the spout.)

Down came the rain and washed the spider out.  

(Start with your arms up over your head, then wiggle your  

fingers like falling rain as your arms lower down to your sides)

Out came the sun, and dried up all the rain,  

(Raise your arms up above your head to make a big circle sun.)

and the itsy bitsy spider went up the spout again.  

(Use your fingers like a spider to crawl up the spout again.)

I’m a Little Teapot

I’m a little teapot

Short and stout

Here is my handle (Put one hand on your hip to make a handle.)

Here is my spout (Stretch the other arm out straight to make a spout.)

When I get all steamed up

Hear me shout (Make a sound like the whistle on a teapot.)

Tip me over and pour me out! (Bend to the side, leaning over toward spout.)
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15. Draw a picture of your room (best done through mail)
It can be comforting to know what it looks like in the physical space 
your loved one spends their time. It can be especially important for 
a child to know what their parent’s room is like in prison, since they have never seen it before. Consider drawing a picture of your room. What does your bed look like? Do you have a roommate? Is there a desk in your room? Where do you hang up your clothes? Where do you brush your teeth? Where do you keep special things like letters and photos? Once you have finished, send your drawing to your child and ask them to draw their room for you.

16. Tell a joke 
(best done through phone or video visit)

Sometimes it can be fun to laugh with your loved one. Tell your 

parent/child a joke! Below are some fun ones to get you started:

 ★ What do you call a dinosaur that is sleeping? (a dino-snore)

 ★ Why did the teddy bear say no to dessert? (because he was stuffed)

 ★ What did the left eye say to the right eye? (between us, something 

smells)

 ★ Why did the cookie go to the hospital? (because he felt crummy)

 ★ Where do cows go for entertainment? (the mooooo-vies)

 ★ How does the ocean say hello? (it waves)

 ★ What is a cow without a map? (udderly lost)

 ★ Why was the math book sad? (it had too many problems)
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17. Share a moment in time

Rituals create a moment in time to think about someone you love. Knowing 

that your parent/ child is thinking of you at the same time you are thinking 

of them can help you feel connected even when you are apart.

1.  Invent a ritual you can share from a distance to help you feel close to 

each other. It can be something comforting, fun or silly. Maybe it is 

something you used to do together, like a prayer or a song at night. Or 

maybe you invent something new that you can each do while you are 

in different places.

2.  Choose a day of the month, sometime during the week, or a specific 

time each day that you can do your ritual together and think of one 

another. 

3. Name your ritual.

Here are some examples to get you started. Have fun inventing your own 

too!

 ★ Full moon funnies. Whenever there is a full moon you could both eat 

your breakfast cereal with a fork or wear your socks inside out. 

 ★ Friday morning toothbrush boogie. While you are standing at the 

sink you each do a little boogie.

 ★ Anytime ketchup kisses. Any time you use ketchup, blow three 

kisses to your parent/ 

child.

 ★ Nightly gratitude. 

Each night when you 

lay down to sleep, 

say out loud three 

things you are 

grateful for. 
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18.  Create a  photo storybook 
(best done through mail)
Using Microsoft Word, create a photo storybook to send to your parent. They will enjoy reading it while they are away, especially when they miss you. You can include many different photos showing where you live and the people in your life. If you have a photo of you and your parent together, it’s great to add that too. Write a sentence or two about each photo to make a personalized storybook of your own. Below are ideas for photos and sentences you can use in your storybook. ★ Your house. “This is my house. I like my house because...” ★ Your room. “This is my room. I like my room because...” ★ Your kitchen. “This is the kitchen. I cook                        here. My favorite things to eat are... I help out by...”

 ★ Your living room. “This is the living room. I like to play… I like to watch…” ★ Your back yard. “This is the back yard. My favorite things to do out here are...”

 ★ You with your caregiver. “This is... She/he loves and takes care of me. We like to                        together. I help him/her by...” ★ You with your sibling. “This is my brother/sister. We love and take care of each other. We like to                        together. I help him/her by...” ★ You with mom or dad. “This is a photo of you and me. We love each other even when we can’t be together.”
Print three copies of your storybook. Keep one at your house and bring one to your school or daycare. Your teacher will be interested in knowing your story and seeing the pictures. You can look at it together whenever you need comfort. Send a copy to your parent in prison. They will enjoy looking through your photos and reading everything you have to say. 
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19. Play “Would you rather?” 
(best done through phone or video visit)

Take turns asking each other questions starting with the phrase 

“Would you rather...” Be sure to ask each other, “Why?” Consider 

starting with the examples below and then come up with some 

of your own!

 ★ Would you rather... have a pet panda bear or a pet zebra?

 ★ Would you rather... live in the sky or under the sea?

 ★ Would you rather... have three legs or three arms?

 ★ Would you rather... be really 

strong or really fast?

 ★ Would you rather... have the 

ability to talk to animals or 

change the weather?

 ★ Would you rather... eat 

broccoli flavored ice 

cream or chicken flavored 

cookies?

20. Play 20 Questions(best done through phone or video visit)
Think of something that is either 
an animal, vegetable or object. 
It can be anything from a carrot 
to an airplane to an alligator. Have your parent/ child ask Yes 

or No questions to try and figure 
out what the mystery object is. They are allowed to ask 20 

questions. Make sure to count 
your questions 1-20 so you don’t 
forget how many have been asked.  Your loved one can try to 

guess the mystery object at any 
time during the game, but has 
to guess after all 20 questions 
have been answered. Once the mystery object has been 

guessed, switch places and have 
the winner think of the next mystery object. 
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21. Count your letters (best done through mail or email) 
Even a short period of incarceration can feel very long. Consider numbering your letters to one another to help show the passing of time. Choose a number that you can aim for together. Maybe you’ll send 20 letters 

back and forth. Maybe 100! If you send the first letter, put a big 
number one on the top of the page. When your loved one receives 
your letter, they will put a big number two on top of their return letter. 
Continue writing to each other to get to your number! And after you make it, you can choose a new number or maybe you’d like to count down backwards. Many children/parents would prefer to draw pictures instead of write letters. If this is the case for you, follow the same directions putting a number on the top of your drawings.

22. Invent your own activity

You and your child/parent may have your own 

ideas for fun activities to do with one another 

even when you are apart. Maybe it is a creative 

or artistic project, a brain teaser, or a game you 

played when you were able to be together in 

person. The sky is the limit!

Whatever it is, we want to hear your ideas! We 

may even share them with other children and 

their parents so they can join in on the fun too! 

If you would like to share your own idea, please 

email us at info@lrcvt.org
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Letter writing ideas for younger children
Using a format like the ones shown 
here, ask the child if they would 

like to draw a picture for their parent. If they 
can’t think of what they’d like to draw, offer one 
of the prompts below. Then ask them to tell 
you about their picture and record their words. 

DRAW A PICTURE OF: 
• Your family 
• Your favorite toy 
• You with your mom or dad
• You and your friends
• Where you live 
• Your pet
• What you did this weekend
• Whatever you like to draw 

A printable version of this letter-writing 
worksheet can be found on page 61. 
Make multiple copies so the child can 
“write” to mom or dad frequently.

     Date:                                       
 

Dear                                 
   , 

                                  
                                  

                                  
         

                                             
                                             

                                             
               

                                 
                                 

                                 
          .

Love,  

                                 
                          

Dad,

My teacher showed me how 

to make stars. I drew some 

for you. I love you. 

Charley

R E A L  
LET TE RS
from parents, 

caregivers, 
and kids
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    Date:                                                 Dear                                    , 

My favorite class is                                                                    .I like it because                                                                                 

                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                            .My teacher’s name is                                                                .In school we are reading                                                            .It is about                                                                                          

                                                                                                            .My favorite character is                                                                .I like them because                                                                                          

                                                                                                            .Love,  
                                                           

Daddy

November 12

science

Mr. Valdez

The Phantom Tollbooth
A boy and a dog and a bee who

go on a silly adventure.

Tock

Tock is a good dog

and he has a clock

Chris

we are learning about

planets and stars and the solar system

Letter writing ideas for older children
Using a format like the one seen below, ask the child to fill in the blanks. If they need 
help with the writing, you can write while they talk. You can find a printable version of 

this letter writing worksheet and others on pages 62-64. Make multiple copies so you can send lots 
of letters!
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Dear Mom,

These are some of my strengths: 

 
I am strong

 
I am smart

 
I am loving

These are some of the strengths that I see in you as a mom:

 
You are a superhero, you do everything you can for everyone.

 
You love harder than anyone else I know.

 
You know exactly what to say when I’m sad to make me feel better. 

 
You have more patience than we probably deserve.

 
You take on so much pain just so that the rest of us don’t have to.

 
You are the most kind person I know.

 
You see the good in everyone and everything.

 
You are exactly who I want to be when I grow up.

Love,

 Megan

R E A L  
LET TE RS
from parents, 

caregivers, 
and kids



Resilience Beyond Incarceration: lrcvt.org  Staying Connected: Strengthening Relationships Between Children & Their Parents in Prison  55

Dear Megan,
These are some of the strengths I see in you:
 

You are very clear and strong in what you believe. 
You are honest.

 
You are not afraid to speak your thoughts and feelings. 
When you put your mind and focus in/on something, you soar. 

 
You have a strong work ethic and take pride in doing a good job.

 
You are smart and dedicated to your school work and learning about 

 
 

new things.

 
You are a great big sister and always do your best to look out for and

 
 

take care of your younger siblings. 
 

You are thoughtful and giving. You are the first one to stand up for a
 

 
friend.

 
You are forgiving even when it can be hard. 

 
You are authentic and true to who you are. I admire that you are

 
 

always you.

 
When you love, you love wholeheartedly and unconditionally.

These are some of my strengths as a parent:
 

I am honest and always try to keep my word. 
I will always be on your team and on your side. 
I own my past mistakes and try to show change through action.

 
You can tell me anything.

 
I would do anything for my kids.

Love,

 Mom

R E A L  
LET TE RS
from parents, 

caregivers, 
and kids
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Hi Justin,
It’s my birthday and you are the first person I wanted to talk to. I had to 

write you a letter because I don’t get to use the phone until tomorrow. I 

will make sure I call you. You will be reading this letter around the same 

time I call you!

 
So how is school? Are you doing all your work? How are your pet 

crabs? Is the crab I got you making friends? I’m doing good, I like the 

place I live. I want you to know that being here is making me better. This 

is really hard for you and me both, but when I leave here, I will be a better 

dad. 

 
Love,

   Dad
R E A L  

LET TE RS
from parents, 

caregivers, 
and kids
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To my lovely kids,
It is important to stay connected while I am away so you won’t feel my 
absence so much. I want you to know that I still love you. I can’t be involved 

in your daily life for quite some time and your routines and rituals will change. 

With so many changes it might be hard to understand what is happening. 
 

Remember to ask for help whenever you need it. It is okay to express 

your feelings and let people know that you are upset. Your moods will change. 

Somedays you will wake up happy. Some days you will wake up sad. There 

are a lot of emotions going on and a lot of changes. Remember to always keep 

your head up. Stay positive, don’t dwell on what has happened. As a team, we 

can keep looking forward. Everybody makes mistakes. No one is perfect. We 

can get through this together. 

 
Let’s write as many letters as we can because it is important for us to 

remember how much we love each other. You can write little notes and then 

gather them up together and send them out. Include drawings in your letters 

to me. Maybe draw a family tree with each other or close family on it. You could 

also draw pictures of memories you have or things we have done together. Let’s 

create a game together. Either one of us can start the game. You can name our 

game, maybe do a little sketch of how the game might look or come up with rules. 

 
I am so happy to have the storybook that we created together 

before I left. I love the photos and drawings. Every day when I wake up, and 

throughout the day, I look at your pictures and they always put a smile on my 

face. You make me stronger so I can keep my head up and look forward to 

better days. 

 
When you miss me, you can look at our storybook and know that I love 

you even though I can’t be with you right now. I will always be here for you, 

even if it is from a distance. Soon we will be together again. 
With love from   Mom

R E A L  
LET TE RS
from parents, 

caregivers, 
and kids
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Dear Ralph,
I am happy to get a letter from you, my younger brother. I have a few quiet 

minutes now to write you. The kids came home from school today with a lot of 

energy but they have settled with a snack in the kitchen for the time being. 

 Thank you for letting me know about your work in the prison’s dog training 

program. I am excited to hear that you have found something that you seem to 

love. I want you to know that this is a good thing you got involved with. Many, 

many people benefit from having service dogs. I am glad you are doing positive 

things so that you can stay busy and productive while you are incarcerated. You 

are making the best out of a tough situation. 

 As I am writing this letter, your daughter is here and she is extremely 

proud that you are doing something that is affecting other people’s lives in a 

positive way. Maria is happy for you. She said something like, “That sounds just 

like my dad going out of his way to help other people.” 

 I see many ways in which you and Maria are alike. You are both extremely 

good artists, you both like video games, you both have a little bit of a dark sense 

of humor, and you would both rather wear a pullover sweatshirt instead of a 

jacket. There are other ways that you two are similar too. I try to tell Maria that 

often. When I tell her those things, she is delighted to be emulating her dad. 

 Maria cherishes every word that she receives from you, her father. It is 

so important for you to keep on communicating with her. She really wants to 

hear from you. Even when she doesn’t write you back, she will always read the 

letters you send. Maria keeps them in a photo album that also contains the only 

pictures she has of both her mother and you together. They are happy family 

photos; when she looks through the album I see a smile come across her face so 

I know she enjoys looking at it. 

 Maria has really, really grown as an individual and has had a lot of big 

things happen lately. She turned 18, got a job, and moved out of my house. She 

R E A L  
LET TE RS
from parents, 

caregivers, 
and kids
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doesn’t just take things for granted, she actually gets things done when she 
needs to. She was relying on me for rides and she now takes it upon herself to 

get to and from work. She is working toward getting her license. She has been 

working for the same franchise for over 18 months! She is really excited because 

her supervisor is confident in her abilities and is putting her in charge of more at 

work. 

 I know that you want Maria to go on to be successful in whatever 
endeavors she embarks upon. I know you wish her all the happiness that she 

definitely deserves. I remind her of that often.
 I know that this letter probably seems short, but Maria and I are headed 

out the door to get a Christmas tree. Hope that the coming holidays find you in 

good health. 

 Love you and talk to you later,      Steve
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On the following pages you will find a variety of printable 
worksheets for letter writing, templates to create a word 
search, manadalas to color, and instructions to be sent 
with drawing activities.

Supporting Resources  
for Shared Activities
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                                 Date:                                        

Dear                                    , 

                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                            .

Love,  
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        Date:                                        

Dear                                    , 

My favorite class is                                                                    .

I like it because                                                                                 
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                            .

My teacher’s name is                                                                .

In school we are reading                                                            .

It is about                                                                                          
                                                                                                            .

My favorite character is                                                                .

I like them because                                                                                          
                                                                                                            .

Love,  
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        Date:                                         

Dear                                    , 

I am reading                                                                    .

I like it because                                                                                 
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                            .

I am watching                                                                    .

I like it because                                                                                 
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                            .

An activity I enjoy doing is                                                           .

I enjoy it because                                                                                 
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                            .

Love,  
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        Date:                                        

Dear                                    , 

This past weekend I                                                                          
                                                                                                            .

It was fun because                                                                                 
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                            .

This coming weekend I plan to                                                            
                                                                                                            .

I’m looking forward to it because                                                                                 
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                            .

Love,  
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Directions for the Creature Drawing Activity
You have received the first third of our drawing! The goal of this activity is to 
create a being — real or imagined — together!

It is your job to continue the drawing. You will see the paper you received is 
folded in thirds. Your job is to draw a body in the middle third of the page. Make 
sure to connect the body you draw to the head that I already drew. 

Make your body realistic or silly. For example, feel free to create something with 
six arms, claws for hands and four belly buttons!

Once you are satisfied with your drawing, send the paper back to me so I can 
finish the picture by drawing the legs and feet!

Ask me to see the finished product so you can celebrate our shared artwork!

Here is an example:
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Directions for the Scribble Game 
You have received the Scribble Game! The goal of this activity is to turn a scribble 
into something new!

Your job is easy! Use the scribble that I made to create a drawing.  

Hint: it may be helpful to turn the scribble in all directions until you see something 
that gives you an idea. 

Don’t forget to show me the finished product so we can celebrate our shared 
artwork! 

Some examples:
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Directions for the Pencil Rubbing Activity
You have received a mystery drawing! I chose something in my surroundings that 
had an interesting texture and I used a pencil to rub that texture onto a piece of 
paper. 

It is your job to try and figure out what the texture belongs to!

Good luck and remember to share with me what you think it is in your next letter 
or next time we speak!

Some examples:
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Word Search: Feeling Words
A S T H A P P I N E S S B M

M L P O O Z K A L P N I I O

G U I L T Y Y S U O L A E J

Y I O H G T A S N P L I D D

T D E R E E A Q N B H E L K

E J E E R F F O A O S O E P

I I N L D A I A X S H D D O

X L I I D S B B A U R E T S

N M J E U P U R L U E W W S

A P A F K H R N B L G O U E

R T N X I A A W J B N M A N

E O R J B C E O S C A R E D

C P L M R T F F U I U D G A

N M E M G I U R I D N E A S

Happiness   Embarrassed   Sadness

Relief    Anger    Confusion

Scared   Guilt     Jealousy

Anxiety   Safety    Fear
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Word Search:                                      
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Mandalas to color
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Index of Letters

page 13  Ashley Messier, a previously incarcerated mom and now executive director for Women’s Justice 
and Freedom Initiative, writes to currently incarcerated parents.

page 15  Mothers and staff from Kids-A-Part program at Chittenden Regional Correctional Facility in 
Vermont write to currently incarcerated parents. 

page 20  Ernie, a caregiver of children with parents in prison, writes to other caregivers.

page 22  Alyena, a teenager who experienced both of her parents serving time in prison, writes to 
caregivers. 

page 26  Caleb, a young adult who was a child when his father went to prison, writes to youth. 

page 28  Molly Leach, now the founder and executive producer for Restorative Justice on the Rise, writes to 
youth about her experience as a young woman when her mother went to prison.

page 34  A dad who is currently in prison writes to his child Taylor.

page 35  A mom who is currently in prison writes to her child Ellie.

page 52  Alex, a three-year-old, sends a drawing and a letter to dad who is currently in prison.

page 52  Charley, a five-year-old, sends a drawing and a short letter to dad who is currently in prison.

page 54  Megan and her mom who is incarcerated write to one another using the “Claim Your Strengths” 
activity (page 39).

page 56  A dad who is currently 
in prison writes a letter 
to his child, Justin, on 
his birthday.

page 57  A mom writes to 
her kids about what 
she hopes they will 
remember while she is 
incarcerated.

page 58  Steve, who takes care 
of his niece while her 
father is incarcerated, 
writes to his brother.
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Additional Resources about Parental  Incarceration

Resilience Beyond Incarceration  lrcvt.org/resilience-beyond-incarceration
Training, outreach, and consultation throughout VT to increase awareness and better meet the unique needs 
of children with parents who are incarcerated.

Families Strong Handbook
lrcvt.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/families-strong-for-web-V2.pdf 
Guidance for people who work with or care about children and families impacted by parental incarceration. 

Downstream: The Effects of Parental Incarceration  downstreamfilm.com
Documentary film featuring the stories of those left behind when a parent goes to prison. 

Visiting Dad in Prison  vimeo.com/bearnotchproductions/review/461590450/a23f2691a6
Short video narrated by a young girl visiting her father in prison. Footage from a Vermont prison allows viewers to 
visualize where their parent is staying. 

Resilience Beyond Incarceration Padlet  padlet.com/RBIprogram/s9i7lcflpi6o8f2n
Online bulletin board with resources to support children and families impacted by parental incarceration. 

Little Children Big Challenges
cfchildren.org/resources/sesame-street-little-children-big-challenges/incarceration
A Sesame Street program with videos, books, and worksheets for children and caregivers.

San Francisco Children of Incarcerated Parents Partnership   sfcipp.org
Created the Children’s Bill of Rights and many resources to help with parental incarceration.

Echoes of Incarceration  echoesofincarceration.org
Youth with parents who are incarcerated create films sharing their own experiences.

Osborn Association  osborneny.org
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.

National Resource Center on Children and Families of the Incarcerated
nrccfi.camden.rutgers.edu
NRCCFI at Rutgers University has a Children of Incarcerated Parents library with factsheets.

Youth.gov  youth.gov/youth-topics/children-of-incarcerated-parents
Contains tips and stories from directly impacted youth as well as resources on trauma.

Kids-A-Part  lundvt.org/child-and-family-services/kids-a-part
Keeping families connected when a mother is incarcerated at Chittenden Regional Correctional Facility, VT.

Vermont Department of Corrections  doc.vermont.gov
Guidelines and information for friends and families of a person who is incarcerated.

https://lrcvt.org/resilience-beyond-incarceration/
https://lrcvt.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/families-strong-for-web-V2.pdf
https://www.downstreamfilm.com/
https://vimeo.com/bearnotchproductions/review/461590450/a23f2691a6
https://padlet.com/RBIprogram/s9i7lcflpi6o8f2n
https://www.cfchildren.org/resources/sesame-street-little-children-big-challenges/incarceration/
https://www.sfcipp.org/
https://www.echoesofincarceration.org/
http://www.osborneny.org/
https://nrccfi.camden.rutgers.edu/
https://youth.gov/youth-topics/children-of-incarcerated-parents
https://lundvt.org/child-and-family-services/kids-a-part/
https://doc.vermont.gov/
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