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During a visit
Try to ensure that the child’s needs are 
being met. This might be difficult, especially 
considering your own emotional expereiences and 
the hopes and needs of the child’s parent. Here are 
some suggestions:

• Help to guide the conversation so the child and 
parent have something to talk about.

• Offer emotional support to the child as needed 
throughout the visit. 

• Help the child remember the things they 
wanted to tell their parent.

• Tune in to how the parent might express their 
own needs and how that may affect the child.

• Provide time checks as the visit progresses 
so they are aware when there is half an hour 
remaining, ten minutes remaining, and so 
on. It can be very hard for a child to leave 
their parent so giving them ample warning is 
important. 

It can be helpful to have a few activities that 
can keep a child and parent engaged in case 
conversation feels hard. See Staying Connected pages 
38-54 for games, riddles, stories, and other fun 
things to do together. The directions are for sharing 
activities through letters, email, video visits, or 
phone conversations, but they can be easily adapted 
for in-person visiting. Consider the following: 

• Claim your strengths (pg. 39)
• Play the alphabet game (pg. 40)
• Guess riddles (pg. 44)
• Share a song or rhyme (pg. 46)
• Tell a joke (pg. 47)
• Play “Would you rather?” (pg. 50)
• Play 20 questions (pg. 50)

After a visit
A variety of intense emotions are completely 
normal and to be expected. Two children who 
leave the same visit may respond very differently. 
In the same manner, a child may leave a visit one 
week feeling calm and relaxed and the following 
week leave a visit feeling agitated or completely 
devastated. It is important to validate the 
child’s experience and help them through 
whatever they are feeling.  

Some children are not able to identify or talk about 
their feelings; others don’t want to. Either way, 
intense emotions can drive behavior changes 
or disruptions which must be met with a 
thoughtful and compassionate response.
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It is impossible to anticipate what a child’s visiting experience will be, what emotions may arise, or how 
the interaction with their parent will go. Children generally have a better experience if they feel well 
equipped to deal with the unexpected and they know that you are there to support them when they have 
to leave their parent at the end of the visit. 
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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 #2 
• 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

Consider the following ideas to help support a 
child following a visit: 

• Have a comfort plan for the child 
immediately following a visit, for example 
providing a stuffed animal, favorite book, or 
photograph.

• Plan a special activity the child looks 
forward to immediately following a visit. This 
might be stopping on the way home for a 
treat, going to a park they like, or cooking a 
favorite meal together.

• Ask other caring adults like a relative, 
teacher, or counselor to support the child 
after a visit. Make sure they know when 
visits will happen and what supports might be 
needed (e.g., maybe a phone call to check in 
on how they’re doing).

• Share a book together. There are some good 
children’s books about visiting a parent in 
prison. Refer to our website to find a list. Books 
may ease a child’s sense of isolation and create 
an opportunity for meaningful conversations.

• Remind the child that lots of kids have a 
parent incarcerated. The child might have met a 
new friend among the other visitors at the prison 
or they may feel a connection with a character in 
the book you share.  

Just as children experience intense feelings after 
visiting, caregivers can also feel emotionally 
overwhelmed. Depending on your relationship 
with the parent who is incarcerated, you may 
feel relief, loss, worry, sadness, anger, grief, and 
frustration. You may also feel exhausted, both 

physically and mentally, from the intense effort 
of supporting a child at a visit and afterwards. It 
may be particularly hard for you if the child’s visit 
strengthens their sense of loyalty or sparks renewed 
admiration for their parent while disregarding their 
relationship with you. 

Keep in mind that what you are doing is really 
important for the child AND it is important to 
have your own support system ready if and 
when you need it. Most likely, there are people 
in your community who are available to help. You 
may find these people in unexpected places. 
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