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What does a child hope will 
happen when they visit?
EXPECTATIONS CAN BE TRICKY
Many children hold unrealistic and unspoken 
expectations around visiting their parent. If this is 
a concern for you, you can try to gently shift those 
expectations to align more closely with what the 
child is likely to experience. If you do this prior to 
the visit they will be less likely to be disappointed 
with what happens during the visit. 

Using age-appropriate explanations, talk with a 
child about some of the unexpected things 
that might happen while visiting in prison. 
Then, if an unanticipated event does occur, the 
child will be better prepared to deal with it. 
Unexpected events that might affect a visit include 
things like a prison lockdown or a parent being 
sent to solitary. There could also be a disruption in 
the visiting room between visitors or inmates that 
requires correctional officers to intervene. Knowing 
ahead of time what might happen can help to 
dismantle some of the anxiety that many children 
feel when visiting their parent, especially for the 
first time. 

What is it like to visit in a prison?
PRISON IS LIKE NO OTHER PLACE THE CHILD 
HAS BEEN BEFORE
A correctional facility will feel very different than 
any of the other places that children spend their 
time. Therefore, it is important to prepare a child 
for what they might experience when visiting with 
their parent. For example, mom or dad may look a 
little different; they might have a different haircut 
and everyone will be wearing the same clothes. 
The visiting room may look stark and there will 

likely be many unfamiliar people also visiting their 
loved ones. The environment is restrictive and there 
are rules that must be followed. Explain the rules 
for prison visits ahead of time to help prepare a 
child for what to expect. See Visiting a Correctional 
Facility Tip Sheet #1.

THE PRESENCE OF CORRECTIONAL OFFICERS 
MIGHT BE FRIGHTENING
Introduce the child to the idea that correctional 
officers will be present at the visit. They are dressed 
in uniforms and they try to assure all of the 
visitors and the men or women incarcerated 
stay safe. Correctional officers may not appear 
friendly, so it is important to remind children ahead 
of time that the officers are just doing their job and 
it’s important not to take their lack of warmth or 
kindness personally. Be sure to remind the child 
that a correctional officer’s job is to enforce 
prison rules and if any visitor does not follow the 
rules, they will have to leave.  
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2.  Helping to Prepare a Child to  
Visit Their Parent

see over 

For most children, staying connected to their parent throughout a period of incarceration has many 
benefits. Encouraging and supporting contact is important, and preparation is key. 
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How can I support a child before, 
visiting their parent?
CONVERSATIONS STARTERS CAN HELP 
Some children have many things they want to tell 
their parent while other children may struggle to 
come up with ideas. To help prepare for a visit, 
encourage the child to think about some of the 
things they might want to tell their parent. It 
can be as simple as what they ate for dinner last 
night to sharing news of bigger life events like a 
birthday, a graduation, or losing a first tooth. You 
can find sample conversation starters in Staying 
Connected on pages 36-37. Try to support the 
child in creating a list that will spark some 
conversation. You can keep a running list of ideas 
on the refrigerator and then review it together right 
before they go in to see their mom or dad. 

ROUTINES CAN HELP
Keep in mind that the days and hours leading 
up to a visit can be difficult for children. Often, 
intense feelings can accompany the anticipation of 
seeing their parent. Heightened emotions may be 
hard to manage and might be expressed through 
disruptive behavior. It will be helpful to establish 
some familiar and comforting routines for 
these difficult times. To help calm nerves, consider 
having a soothing item to snuggle or an engaging 
activity for the child to participate in while 
traveling to the facility. It might be important to 
eat a snack, get a drink, and use the restroom before 
arriving at the prison since these things may not be 
available while visiting.

BOOKS CAN HELP
Consider using 
books about 
incarceration as a 
powerful tool to 
provide support for 
a child. Books may 
help answer unspoken 
questions. They can 
also validate the 
child’s emotions and help them know they 
are not alone in their experience. Reading a 
book together also provides an opening for you to 
have a deeper converstaion. There are many books 
that address incarceration. See our website for a list.

How can I empower a child to 
make their own decisions about 
visiting?
A CHILD’S FEELINGS WILL BE COMPLICATED 
AND MAY CHANGE OVER TIME
Help a child to explore their thoughts and feelings 
about visiting and listen carefully. While visiting 
may be encouraged, forcing a child to visit their 
parent is not helpful. If a child tells you they 
do not want to visit their parent in prison, 
respect that wish and allow them to change 
their mind if and when they feel differently. 
There are many other ways to stay connected when 
visits are not possible or not wanted. For ideas, refer 
to Staying Connected.

Other Useful Resources  from Resilience Beyond Incarceration:

All of these and more can be found on our website: lrcvt.org/resilience-beyond-incarceration
• Visiting Dad in Prison: 6-minute video
• Visiting Dad in Prison: Viewers’ Guide
• Visiting a Correctional Facility Tip Sheets #1 and #3 
• Families Strong: A Handbook for Supporters of Children and Families 

Affected by Parental Incarceration
• Staying Connected: Strengthening Relationships between Children and 

Their Parents in Prison
• Even When We Are Apart, a comforting book that creates an opportunity 

for sensitive conversations

http://lrcvt.org/resilience-beyond-incarceration/

