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About this guide
H An orange star indicates the book is recommended by the Resilience Beyond
Incarceration program.

H A blue star indicates the book focuses on racism, anti-racism, and dismantling systems
of oppression.

Ready to buy a book? Please consider supporting your local bookstore. We encourage
purchasing from BIPOC-owned businesses. Alternatively, you can click on the cover of each
book to buy online.
Book descriptions come from a variety of sources, including Google Books, Amazon, and
Good Reads.
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Using books to support
kids and families
Parents, teachers, counselors, and care providers use books as
a tool to support children in their development. Books open a
window into another world, the chance for a child to use their
imagination, and sometimes even a chance to heal. When
children have the opportunity to read books about individuals,
cultures, and circumstances different from their own, their
world view grows. Equally important, is the opportunity
to read books where they can see similarities between the
characters’ experiences and their own.
Parental incarceration, being an incredibly stigmatizing
experience, can leave a child feeling very much alone in the
world. Sometimes children feel too ashamed to tell anyone,
sometimes they are asked by an adult in their life to keep
their circumstances secret, and sometimes they are left in the
dark with no idea where mom or dad has gone. Even though
a child may not talk about their experience aloud, they are likely thinking about it often.
Sharing books about incarceration is a powerful way to support children who have a parent in
prison. Books can answer unspoken questions, they can validate a child’s experience, and they can
create an opportunity to engage in a deeper conversation. Sharing books with children who do not
have a mom or dad in prison may help them to empathize better with their peers who do. Books
can help normalize this experience just as they can normalize the many other difficulties children
face, for example, the death of a loved one, or their parents’ divorce. Books about incarceration can
help reduce the stigma that surrounds it and increase the likelihood that children will get support.
Stigma is pervasive in our society. Lacking accurate
information about mass incarceration in the U.S.,
and the racism that fuels it, most people carry
implicit bias against anyone who is serving time.
Becoming aware of that bias, and working to reduce
it, will allow us to better support children who have
a parent incarcerated. To this end, our book list
includes many titles for adults. All of them focus
on social justice—some focus on racism, others on
incarceration, and many address the intersection of
the two.
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Books for children and caregivers
H Even When

H The Night Dad

By Tricia Long, Lida Lutton,
and Jennie Lutton (2021)
Ages 4-9

By Melissa Higgins (2012)
Illustrated by Wednesday Kirwan
Ages 3-8

We Are Apart

With heartfelt illustrations and simple text, this
gentle story addresses some of the unanswered
questions and “big feelings” children can have when
coping with their parent’s incarceration. Even When
We Are Apart is a comforting book that creates an
opportunity for necessary and sensitive conversations.

COMING SOON!

H Always in My Heart
By Tricia Long, Lida Lutton,
and Jennie Lutton (2022)

H What Will Happen
To Me?

By Howard Zehr and Lorraine
Stutzman Amstutz (2011)
All ages
In their own words, children describe the experience
of having an incarcerated parent. These portraits and
stories offer other children insights into their own
situation and the reassurance that they are not alone.
Includes information for caregivers on supporting
children throughout a parent’s incarceration.

H Far Apart,

Close in Heart

By Becky Birtha (2017)
Illustrated by Maja Kastelic
Ages 4-8
With a multi-ethnic group of children as central
characters, this book explores ways a child might see
their life changing due to their parent’s incarceration.
Each presents unique circumstances and shows how
they are able to stay close to their parent even when
they may be far apart.

4 Books That Address Incarceration and Social Justice

Went To Jail

When someone you love goes to jail, you might feel
lost, scared, and even mad. This colorfully illustrated
book lets children know they are not alone in this
situation. This picture book is intended to make a
parent’s incarceration a little less frightening.

H Waiting For Daddy

By Jennie Lou Harriman and Kylie
Anne Flye (2011)
Ages 3-8
This is a sweet story about a young
girl who wants more than anything to be with her
father but cannot because he is in prison. She
discovers many ways to cope with her loss—through
creative expression, nature, and play.

H Visiting Day

By Jacqueline Woodson (2002)
Illustrated by James E. Ransome
Ages 5-8
A young girl and her grandmother
take the bus to visit her father in
prison. With tenderly rendered prose and
illustrations, the book offers comfort to children,
especially as they deal with the sadness that follows
a prison visit.

H Doogie’s Dad

By Richard Dyches (2011)
Ages 4-7
Doogie and his sister have lots of
questions after their father is sent
to prison. The book explores their feelings of loss,
fear, and frustration at not being told what’s going
on until their mom finally takes them to visit their
dad in prison.
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H Knock Knock

By Daniel Beaty (2013)
Illustrated by Bryan Collier
Ages 5-8
The author’s father was his
principal caregiver until the boy
was three and his father became
incarcerated. This is a powerful book showing the
love that an absent parent can leave behind, and the
strength that children find in themselves as they
grow up and follow their dreams.

H My Daddy's In Jail
By Anthony Curcio (2015)
Ages 5-10

This is a story of two bears whose
dad is in prison, narrated by a
friendly cockroach who breaks a
law and goes to prison for a little while, and comes
to the conclusion that “These animals are good, for
goodness sakes! Sometimes good animals just make
bad mistakes!”

H Hazelnut Days

By Emmanuel Bourdier (2017)
Illustrated by Zau
Ages 6+
A young boy goes to visit his father
in prison. His father smells like
peppermint this time, which is
different than the nice hazelnut cologne he
sometimes wears. During the visit, the boy struggles
with his father’s anger, his mother’s sadness, and his
own stormy emotions.

H Missing Daddy
By Mariame Kaba (2018)
Illustrated by Bria Royal
Ages 4-8

A little girl who misses her father
because he’s away in prison shares how his absence
affects different parts of her life. Her greatest
excitement is on the days when she gets to visit her
beloved father. This book poignantly illuminates the
heartaches of dealing with missing a parent.
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H Nine Candles

By Maria Testa (1996)
Illustrated by Amanda Schaffer
Ages 7-10
Every Sunday a child travels with
his dad to visit his mom in prison.
This Sunday is special because it is his 7th birthday;
he celebrates in prison with his mom and looks
forward to his 9th birthday when she will be home.

H Deena Misses
Her Mom

By Jonae Haynesworth, Jesse
Holmes, Layonnie Jones and
Kahliya Ruffin (2017)
Illustrated by Leslie Jindalay Pyo
Ages 5-10
Written and illustrated by a group of teens who had
parents in prison, this story follows Deena, a young
girl who desperately misses her mom but does not
know why she is gone. Although her father can see
emotional turmoil within Deena, he struggles to tell
her the truth about her mom.

H What Do I Say
About That?

By Julia Cook (2015)
Ages 4-9
A young boy explores intense emotions he is
experiencing as a result of his father’s incarceration.
At times he is angry, sad, lonely and afraid of
following in his father’s footsteps. At the end of the
book there are tips for helping a child with a parent
incarcerated.

H Anna’s Test

By Whitney Quinn Hollins (2019)
Illustrated by Kiki Kitty
Ages 7-12
Anna is an awesome student who
looks forward to her spelling test
each week so she can show her parents. Her dad is
especially proud of her. When she goes to visit her
dad in prison, Anna can’t wait to share the good
news with him!
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H Jasmine’s Story

By Katelen Fortunati (2015)
Illustrated by Theresa Bergman
Ages 5-8
Jasmine lives with her grandmother
while her mom is incarcerated.
Jasmine is angry and has been
getting in trouble at school. Her
grandmother finds Jasmine a counselor who helps
her manage her emotions and suggests she write
letters to her mom. Caregiver’s guide included.

H Bailey’s Story

By Katelen Fortunati (2016)
Illustrated by Theresa Bergman
Ages 7-10
Bailey and her brother are living
with foster parents while her mom
is incarcerated. Bailey misses her
mom but is fearful about her
release. Bailey works through her fears with a
counselor. Caregiver’s guide included.

H K.J.’s Story

By Katelen Fortunati (2016)
Illustrated by Theresa Bergman
Ages 9-11
K.J. loved being like his dad until his
father went to prison for hurting
people. With the support of his
father, his mother, and his older
brother, K.J. learns about choice, anger, and what his
personal strengths are. Caregiver’s guide included.

HH Stamped (For Kids)
By Sonja Cherry-Paul (Adapter),
Jason Reynolds, Ibram X. Kendi
(2021)
Illustrated by Rachelle Baker
Ages 6-10

A journey from present to past and
back again. Kids will discover where
racist ideas came from, identify how they impact
America today, and meet those who have fought
racism with antiracism. They’ll learn how to identify
and stamp out racism in their own lives.
6 Books That Address Incarceration and Social Justice

Mango Moon

By Diane De Anda (2019)
Illustrated by Sue Corneliso
Ages 3-5
When a father is taken away from
his family and faces deportation,
his children are left to grieve and wonder about what
comes next. Maricela learns that her love for her
father continues on even though he’s no longer part
of her daily life.

Mama’s Nightingale
By Edwidge Danticat (2015)
Illustrated by Leslie Staub
Ages 5-8

Saya’s mother is sent to an
immigration detention center. To ease the distance
between them while she’s in jail, Mama begins
sending Saya bedtime stories inspired by Haitian
folklore on cassette tape. Saya writes a story of her
own—one that just might bring her mother home.

Mama Loves Me from
Away
By Pat Brisson (2004)
Illustrated by Laurie Caple
Ages 5-8

When Mama has to go away to
prison, Sugar is left feeling alone and sad until her
birthday comes around. Then Sugar gets a special,
handcrafted gift that reassures her that her Mama is
in her life even though they have been separated for
some time.

Amber Was Brave,
Essie Was Smart
By Vera B. Williams (2001)
Ages 8-12

Amber and Essie are sisters and
best friends. Together they can do
anything. This is a heartwarming
story told in poems and pictures
about how the two sisters take care of each other
when dad goes to prison and mom is working all the
time.
Resilience Beyond Incarceration: lrcvt.org

When Dad Was Away

By Liz Weir and Karin Littlewood
(2012)
Ages 5-8
When Mum tells Milly that Dad
has been sent to prison, Milly feels
angry and confused. She can’t
believe her dad won’t be at home to read her stories
and make her laugh. But soon Mum takes Milly and
her brother Sam to visit Dad in prison.

Our Moms

By Q. Futrell (2018)
Illustrated by Clarissa Ferguson
Ages 4-9
Meet Michael, Paul, Jennifer and
Anne! All children are different in many ways, but
all have one thing in common. Their moms are in
prison. They each reflect on their varied personal
experiences. This book is authored by an individual
who experienced parental incarceration themselves.

Sing, Sing, Midnight!

By Emily Ridge Gallagher and R. B.
Pollock Jr. (2016)
Ages 6-8
Maya is one of nearly two million
American children with an
incarcerated parent, and she has
a question for her Daddy. “Who takes care of you?”
Sing, Sing, Midnight! celebrates finding your voice,
singing out loud, taking care of one another, and
family.

Milo Imagines the
World

By Matt de la Pena (2021)
Illustrated by Christian Robinson
Ages 4-8
Milo studies the faces around him and makes
pictures of their lives. When the boy in the suit gets
off at the same stop as Milo—walking the same path,
going to the same place—Milo realizes that you can’t
know anyone just by looking at them.

When Andy’s Father
Went to Prison
By Martha Whitmore Hickman
(1990)
Ages 6-9

When Andy’s father is sent to
prison for robbery and the family moves to be near
him, Andy is afraid of what the kids at his new school
will think.

Almost Like Visiting
By Shannon Ellis (2016)
Illustrated by Katrina Tapper
Ages 6-10

This book addresses feelings and
emotions children with an incarcerated parent may
experience before, during and after video visiting
their parent. This book is a great resource for
children who experience video visiting with a loved
one in prison, and also serves to provide valuable
information to their peers.

Kofi’s Mom

By Richard Dyches (2011)
Ages 3-6
Kofi’s Mom is a short story about
Kofi, whose mother is sent to
prison. It explores his feelings of loss and confusion
after she leaves. With friends at school, Kofi begins to
talk about his mom and to look forward to her return
home someday.
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Books that are not specifically
about incarceration but address
relevant themes
H The Invisible String
By Patrice Karst (2000)
Illustrated by Geoff Stevenson
Ages 4-8

A simple story that reminds
children and adults that people who love each
other are always connected by a very special string.
Parents, educators, therapists, and social workers
have declared The Invisible String the perfect tool for
coping with all kinds of separation anxiety, loss, and
grief.

H A Terrible Thing
Happened

By Margaret Holmes (2000)
Illustrated by Cary Pillo
Ages 4-8
Sherman Smith saw the most terrible thing happen.
Then he met someone who helped him talk about
the terrible thing, and helped him feel better. This
gently told and tenderly illustrated story is for
children who have witnessed any kind of violent or
traumatic episode.

H Healing Days

By Susan Farber Straus (2013)
Illustrated by Maria Bogade
Ages 6-11
To be read with a parent or
therapist, this reassuring story
covers the feelings, thoughts, and behaviors that
many kids have after a bad and scary thing happens.
It helps children understand they are not to blame,
they can get help, and they can look forward to a
happy future.

8 Books That Address Incarceration and Social Justice

H The Kissing Hand

By Audrey Penn (1993)
Illustrated by Ruth E. Harper and
Nancy M. Leak
Ages 3-8
School is starting in the forest, but
Chester Raccoon does not want to go. To help ease
Chester’s fears, Mrs. Raccoon shares a family secret
called the “Kissing Hand” to give him the reassurance
of her love any time his world feels a little scary.

H The Rabbit
Listened

By Cori Doerrfeld (2018)
Ages 4-8
With its spare, poignant text and
irresistibly sweet illustrations, The Rabbit Listened
is a tender meditation on loss. Whether read in the
wake of tragedy or as a primer for comforting others,
this is a deeply moving and unforgettable story sure
to soothe heartache of all sizes.

How to Heal a
Broken Wing

By Bob Graham (2008)
Ages 3-7
In a city full of hurried people, only
young Will notices the bird lying
hurt on the ground. With the help
of his mother, he wraps the bird and takes it home.
This is an urban fable, told mostly in pictures, about a
broken wing, caring and patience, hope and healing.
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Books that provide guidance
for teachers, care providers,
and counselors
H All Alone in the
World

By Nell Bernstein (2005)
This book is an in-depth discussion
of the effects of parental
incarceration. Nell Bernstein, an
award-winning journalist, takes
an intimate look at parents and their children at all
stages of the criminal justice process as they are
affected by US incarceration policy.

H What Happened to

You? Conversations
on Trauma, Resilience,
and Healing
By Oprah Winfrey and Bruce D.
Perry (2021)

Through deeply personal
conversations, Oprah Winfrey and brain and trauma
expert Dr. Bruce Perry offer a groundbreaking
and profound shift from asking “What’s wrong
with you?” to “What happened to you?” This book
provides powerful scientific and emotional insights
into behavioral patterns so many of us struggle to
understand.

Empowering Children
of Incarcerated
Parents
By Stacey Burgess, Tonia
Caselman and Jennifer Carsey
(2014)

This workbook is for counselors, social workers,
psychologists and teachers supporting children ages
7-12. Each chapter includes a brief literature review,
suggestions for additional supports, discussion
questions, fictional letters between a boy and his
incarcerated father, activities, and reproducible
worksheets.

Two of Every 100

By Richard Dyches, Ph.D. (2011)
There are lots of kids who have a
parent in prison. These children
have unique needs which they
often have trouble verbalizing.
Two of Every 100 is a workbook
with exercises designed to be conversation starters
to engage kids in talking about their concerns and
feelings.

My Daddy is In Jail
By Janet Bender (2008)

This guide helps children, 5-10 years
old, to cope with the incarceration
of a parent or loved one. It provides resources—
including stories, small group counseling activities,
and a discussion guide—for a teacher or counselor to
use with students, either individually or in a group
setting.

Resilience Beyond Incarceration: lrcvt.org

Books That Address Incarceration and Social Justice

9

Books for youth and young adults
H Jakeman

By Deborah Ellis (2007)
Ages 8-12
Jake and his sister, Shoshona, have
been in foster care since their
mother was arrested for possession
and trafficking. Both have found
ways to cope: Shoshona has
become a bossy mother figure; Jake, who is a
budding comic book artist, has created an alter-ego
named Jakeman.

H Everyone Makes
Mistakes

By Madison Strempek
Ages 8-12
This 10-year old author candidly
depicts what her life is like while
her father is in jail. She skillfully
helps the reader maneuver through
their own difficult times by providing opportunities
to reflect with blank pages of doodle space and
letter writing ideas. She encourages them to find
their inner champion.

H Wish You
Were Here

By Youth Communication
Edited by Autumn Spanne with
Nora McCarthy
Ages 16+
This is a collection of twenty-four
short stories: thirteen written
by youth ages 16 -19 who have experienced the
incarceration of a parent, and eleven stories written
by parents who are incarcerated with different
offenses and time spent in prison. This book includes
stories about armed robbery, drug offenses, and sex
offenses.

10 Books That Address Incarceration and Social Justice

H From the Desk of
Zoe Washington
By Janae Marks (2020)
Ages 8-12

Zoe isn’t sure what to write to
the father she’s never met, hadn’t
heard from until his letter arrived
and who’s been in prison for a
terrible crime? A crime he says he never committed.
Could Marcus really be innocent? Zoe is determined
to uncover the truth.

H Fighting Words

By Kimberly Brubaker Bradley
Ages 10-13
This powerful novel explores the
stigma around child sexual abuse
and leavens an intense tale with
compassion and humor. It tells a
story about two sisters, linked by
love and trauma, who must find their own voices
before they can find their way back to each other.

HH The Hate U Give
By Angie Thomas (2017)
Ages 14-17

Sixteen-year-old Starr Carter
moves between two worlds: the
poor neighborhood where she
lives and the fancy suburban prep
school she attends. The uneasy
balance between these worlds is shattered when
Starr witnesses the fatal shooting of her childhood
best friend Khalil at the hands of a police officer.
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An Inmate’s Daughter
By Jon Walker (2006)
Ages 8-14

Thirteen-year-old Jenna MacDonald
struggles to fit in with “The
Snoops,” her school’s racially
mixed “in” group. This proves
difficult when they ask questions
about Jenna’s background. Jenna’s desire to be
accepted clashes with her mother’s rule to keep the
incarceration a family secret.

All Rise for the
Honorable Perry T. Cook
By Leslie Connor (2016)
Ages 8-12

Eleven-year-old Perry was born
and raised by his mom at the Blue
River Co-ed Correctional Facility.
Warden Daugherty has made it possible for them
to be together. That is, until a new district attorney
discovers the truth—and Perry is removed from the
facility and forced into a foster home.

Harbor Me

By Jacqueline Woodson (2018)
Ages 10-14
In the room they soon dub the
ARTT Room (short for “A Room to
Talk”), they discover it’s safe to talk
about what’s bothering them—
from Esteban’s father’s deportation
and Haley’s father’s incarceration to Amari’s fears
of racial profiling and Ashton’s adjustment to his
changing family fortunes.

Wild and Crooked
By Leah Thomas (2019)
Ages 14-18

In Samsboro, Kentucky, Kalyn
Spence’s name is inseparable
from the brutal murder her
father committed when he was a
teenager. Forced to return to town,
Kalyn must attend school under a pseudonym or face
the anger of people who refuse to forget the crime.
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One for the Murphys
By Lynda Mullaly Hunt (2012)
Ages 10-14

Twelve-year-old Carley Connors
can take a lot. Growing up in Las
Vegas with her fun-loving mother,
she’s learned to be tough. She
never expected a betrayal that
would land her in foster care. When she’s placed with
the Murphys, a lively family with three boys, she’s
blindsided.

Queenie Peavy

By Robert J. Burch (1966)
Ages 10-14
Defiant, independent and
intelligent, 13 year-old Queenie
idolized her father who was in jail
and was neglected by her mother
who worked often. Growing up
in Georgia during the Great Depression, Queenie
eventually understands her father’s real character,
herself, and her relationships to those around her.

The Same Stuff
as Stars

By Katherine Paterson (2002)
Ages 10-14
Angel’s dad is in jail and her
mum’s abandoned her and her
little brother at their greatgrandmother’s crumbling farmhouse. Grandma can’t
even look after herself, let alone two children, so
Angel finds that it’s left up to her even though she is
not yet twelve.

Tyrell

By Coe Booth (2006)
Ages 14-17
Tyrell is a young African-American
teen who can’t get a break. He’s
living with his spaced-out mother
and little brother in a homeless
shelter. His father’s in jail. Tyrell feels he needs money
to make things better. Will he end up following in his
father’s footsteps?
Books That Address Incarceration and Social Justice
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Bronxwood

By Coe Booth (2011)
Ages 14-17
Tyrell’s father is just out of jail, and
Tyrell doesn’t know how to deal
with that. It’s bad enough that his
brother Troy is in foster care and
that his mother is no help whatsoever. Now there’s
another thing, just when he’s trying to settle down.

The 57 Bus

By Dashka Slater (2017)
Ages 12+
If it weren’t for the 57 bus, Sasha
and Richard never would have met.
Both were high school students
from Oakland, California, one of the
most diverse cities in the country,
but they inhabited different worlds. One afternoon,
a single reckless act left Sasha severely burned, and
Richard charged with two hate crimes and facing life
imprisonment.

An Uninterrupted
View of the Sky
B Melanie Crowder (2017)
Ages 12+

It’s 1999 in Bolivia when Francisco’s
father is arrested on false
charges and sent to prison by a
corrupt system that targets the
uneducated, the poor, and the indigenous majority.
Francisco and his sister are left with no choice: They
must move into prison with their father.

The Disturbed Girl’s
Dictionary
By Nonieqa Ramos (2018)
Ages 12+

Macy’s school classifies her
as “disturbed,” but Macy isn’t
interested in how others define
her. She’s got other problems: her mom can’t move
off the couch, her dad’s in prison, her brother’s been
kidnapped by Child Protective Services, and now her
best friend isn’t speaking to her.
12 Books That Address Incarceration and Social Justice

Forgiving Moses

By Gloria L. Velásquez (2018)
Ages 12-15
At his fourth school in four years,
Moses Vargas explodes when
it’s revealed that his father is in
prison. Moses grudgingly attends
a support group for teens with
absentee fathers. The counselors draw on indigenous
and cultural roots to empower the boys. He begins
finding better ways to cope.

I Am a Taxi

By Deborah Ellis (2006)
Ages 10-14
A simple error of judgement hurls
Diego into a nightmare. He’s been
living in prison with his mother
and sister, looking after them and
earning money whenever he can.
Then one of his friends tells Diego that he knows a
job that will make them both rich.

Ruby on the Outside
By Nora Raleigh Baskin (2015)
Ages 11+

Eleven-year-old Ruby is about to
start middle school. Only her aunt
knows her deepest, most secret
secret: her mother is in prison. Then
Margalit moves into Ruby’s condo
complex, and Ruby thinks she’s found a true-blue
friend—but can she tell Margalit the truth about her
mom?

Just Mercy

By Bryan Stevenson (2018)
Ages 12+
Stevenson’s story is one of working
to protect human rights for the
most vulnerable — the poor, the
wrongly convicted, and those
whose lives have been marked
by discrimination and marginalization. Through this
adaptation, young people will find themselves called
to action and compassion in the pursuit of justice.
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A Question of
Freedom

By Dwayne Betts (2009)
Ages 14+
At the age of sixteen, R. Dwayne
Betts, a good student from
a lower-middle-class family,
carjacked a man. He had never held a gun before
but within minutes he had committed six felonies. In
Virginia, carjacking is a “certifiable” offense, meaning
that Betts would be treated as an adult.

Race to Incarcerate
By Sabrina Jones and
Marc Mauer (2013)
Ages 12+

Jones’s dramatic artwork adds
passion and compassion to
the complex story of the penal
system’s shift from rehabilitation to punishment and
the ensuing four decades of prison expansion, its
interplay with the devastating “War on Drugs,” and
its corrosive effect on generations of Americans.

The Real Cost of
Prisons Comix

By Lois Ahrens (Editor), Craig
Gilmore (Preface by) (2008)
Ages 14+
One of every 100 adults in the U.S.
is in prison. This book provides a
crash course in what drives mass
incarceration, the human and community costs, and
how to stop the numbers from going higher. The stories
and statistics are thoroughly researched and documented.

The Untold Story
of the Real Me

By Free Mind Writers (2015)
Ages 14+
A collection of poems by young
people who were charged and
incarcerated as adults at age 16 or
17. Their work explores parenthood, love, pain, race,
identity, and freedom in voices both raw and powerful.
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My Story Starts Here
By Deborah Ellis (2019)
Ages 12+

Kids in this book represent a range
of socioeconomic backgrounds,
genders, sexual orientations
and ethnicities. Every story is
different, but there are common threads — loss of
parenting, dislocation, poverty, truancy, addiction,
discrimination. This book leaves readers asking the
questions: does it make sense to put kids in jail?

Where the Dead
Sit Talking

By Brandon Hobson (2018)
Ages 14+
With his mother in jail, Sequoyah,
a fifteen-year-old Cherokee boy, is
placed in foster care. Scarred by his
mom’s years of substance abuse,
he keeps to himself—until he meets seventeen-yearold Rosemary, a troubled artist who also lives with
the family.

You Can’t Lock Up
the Moon
By Sharyl Green (2015)
Ages 14+

Seeing her mother every few
weeks is not enough for Jamaria.
This is the story of Jamaria’s
resourcefulness as she tries different ways to connect
with her mother, and eventually involves other kids
with relatives in jail, her supportive brothers and
father, and the kindness of strangers.

Harry Sue

By Sue Stauffacher (2005)
Ages 8-12
Harry Sue Clotkin is real tough.
Her mom’s in the slammer and she
wants to get there too, as fast as
possible, so they can be together.
But it’s not so easy to become a
juvenile delinquent when you’ve got a tender heart.
Books That Address Incarceration and Social Justice
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The Year the Swallows
Came Early
By Kathryn Fitzmaurice (2009)
Ages 11+

Eleanor “Groovy” Robinson loves
cooking. But even Groovy’s
thoughtfully-planned menus
won’t fix the things that go wrong the year she turns
eleven. Suddenly, her father’s in jail, her best friend’s
long-absent mother reappears, and the swallows
that make their annual migration to her hometown
arrive early.

The Graham Cracker
Plot
By Shelley Tougas (2014)
Ages 8-12

Daisy Bauer knows her dad has
been wrongfully imprisoned and
that it’s up to her to break him out
of jail (aka Club Fed). She has a plan
that’s called the Graham Cracker Plot. She needs a
miniature horse, a getaway truck, and a penny from
1919—the idea coin.

14 Books That Address Incarceration and Social Justice
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Adult books that address
mass incarceration and racism
HH Stamped from
the Beginning

By Ibram X. Kendi (2016)
In this deeply researched and fastmoving narrative, Kendi chronicles
the story of anti–Black racist ideas
and their staggering power over
the course of American history.
The lives of five major American intellectuals offer a
window into the debates between assimilationists
and segregationists and between racists and antiracists.

HH Stamped: Racism,
Antiracism, and You
By Jason Reynolds and
Ibram X. Kendi (2020)
Ages 12+

Stamped takes you on a race
journey from then to now, shows
you why we feel how we feel, and
why the poison of racism lingers. It also proves that
while racist ideas have always been easy to fabricate
and distribute, they can also be discredited.

HH Me and White
Supremacy

By Layla F. Saad (2020)
Based on the viral Instagram
challenge that captivated
participants worldwide, Me and
White Supremacy takes readers on
a 28-day journey, complete with
journal prompts, to do the necessary and vital work
that can ultimately lead to improving race relations
by dismantling the privilege within ourselves.
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HH The Little Book
of Race and
Restorative Justice
By Fania Davis (2019)

Addressing the intersectionality
of race and the US criminal justice
system, social activist Fania
Davis explores how restorative
justice has the capacity to disrupt patterns of mass
incarceration through effective, equitable, and
transformative approaches. Davis highlights real
restorative justice initiatives that function from a
racial justice perspective.

HH Colorizing

Restorative Justice

By Edward Charles Valandra and
Robert Yazzie (Contributor) (2020)
Twenty restorative practitioners
and scholars of color share their
experiences around race, racism,
and colonization in the restorative justice movement.
For the authors, restorative justice has the muscle as
a philosophy and practice to disrupt and dismantle
habits of systemic oppression, freeing both
practitioners and the movement.

HH Caste

By Isabel Wilkerson (2020)
Wilkerson gives us a masterful
portrait of an unseen phenomenon
in America as she explores, through
an immersive, deeply researched
narrative and stories about real
people, how America today and
throughout its history has been shaped by a hidden
caste system, a rigid hierarchy of human rankings.
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HH My Grandmother’s
Hands

By Resmaa Menakem (2017)
My Grandmother’s Hands is a call
to action for all of us to recognize
that racism is not about the head,
but about the body, and introduces
an alternative view of what we can do to grow
beyond our entrenched racialized divide.

HH The New
Jim Crow

By Michelle Alexander (2010)
By targeting black men through
the War on Drugs and decimating
communities of color, the U.S.
criminal justice system functions
as a contemporary system of racial
control—relegating millions to a permanent secondclass status—even as it formally adheres to the
principle of colorblindness.

H When the Innocent
are Punished

by Peter Scharff Smith (2014)
There are millions of children
experiencing parental
imprisonment all over the world.
This book is about their problems,
human rights and how they are
treated throughout the justice process from the
arrest of a parent to imprisonment and release.

Are Prisons Obsolete?
By Angela Y. Davis (2003)

Professor Davis seeks to illustrate
that the time for the prison is
approaching an end. She argues
forthrightly for “decarceration”
and for transformation of the
society as a whole. Davis expertly argues how social
movements transformed these social, political
and cultural institutions, and made such practices
untenable.
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Blood in the Water

By Heather Ann Thompson (2016)
On September 9, 1971, nearly 1,300
prisoners took over the Attica
Correctional Facility in upstate
New York to protest years of
mistreatment. Holding guards
and civilian employees hostage,
the prisoners negotiated with officials for improved
conditions during the four long days and nights that
followed.

Caged

By New Jersey Prison Theater
Cooperative (2020)
This play was written by current
and formerly incarcerated authors.
The story follows Omar, pulled back
into the prison system after trying
to lift his family out of poverty,
who struggles to maintain a sense of humanity while
fighting to keep his loved ones close.

Captive Nation
By Dan Berger (2014)

Prison shaped the rise and spread
of black activism, from civil rights
demonstrators willfully risking
arrests to current and former
prisoners that built or joined
organizations such as the Black
Panther Party. Berger demonstrates that such
organizing made prison walls porous and influenced
generations of activists that followed.

City of Inmates

By Kelly Lytle Hernández (2017)
Los Angeles incarcerates more
people than any other city in the
U.S., which imprisons more people
than any other nation. With more
than two centuries of historical
evidence, Kelly Lytle Hernandez
unmasks how native elimination, immigrant
exclusion, and black disappearance drove the rise of
incarceration in Los Angeles.
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Disability Incarcerated
By Liat Ben-Moshe, Allison C.
Carey, Chris Chapman (2014)

Disability Incarcerated gathers
thirteen contributions from an
impressive array of fields. Taken
together, these essays assert
that a complex understanding
of disability is crucial to an understanding of
incarceration, and that we must expand what has
come to be called ‘incarceration.’

Felon: Poems

By Reginald Dwayne Betts (2019)
Felon tells the story of the effects
of incarceration in fierce, dazzling
poems—canvassing a wide range of
emotions and experiences through
homelessness, underemployment,
love, drug abuse, domestic violence, fatherhood, and
grace—and, in doing so, creates a travelogue for an
imagined life.

Freedom is a
Constant Struggle
By Angela Y. Davis (2015)

Reflecting on the importance of
black feminism, intersectionality, and
prison abolitionism, Davis discusses
the legacies of previous liberation
struggles, from the Black Freedom Movement to the
South African anti-apartheid movement. She highlights
connections and analyzes today’s struggles against
state terror, from Ferguson to Palestine.

Golden Gulag

By Ruth Wilson Gilmore (2007)
Since 1980, the number of people in
U.S. prisons has increased more than
450%. Golden Gulag provides the
first detailed explanation for that
buildup by looking at how political
and economic forces, ranging from
global to local, conjoined to produce the prison boom.
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Inside This Place,
Not of It
By Ayelet Waldman (2017)

People in U.S. prisons are routinely
subjected to physical, sexual, and
mental abuse. While it’s been
documented in male prisons,
women often suffer in relative anonymity. Women
Inside addresses this social justice issue, empowering
incarcerated and formerly incarcerated women to
share stories that have previously been silenced.

Jailhouse Lawyers

By Mumia Abu-Jamal and Angela
Y. Davis (Introduction) (2009)
In Jailhouse Lawyers, awardwinning journalist and death-row
inmate Mumia Abu-Jamal presents
the stories and reflections of fellow
prisoners-turned-advocates who
have learned to use the court system to represent
other prisoners—many uneducated or illiterate—and
in some cases, to win their freedom.

Just Mercy

By Bryan Stevenson (2014)
Just Mercy is all at once an
unforgettable account of an
idealistic, gifted young lawyer’s
coming of age, a moving window
into the lives of those he has
defended, and an inspiring
argument for compassion in the pursuit of true justice.

Justice in Everyday
Life: The Way It
Really Works
By Howard Zinn (1974)

The book explores the reality of
justice, which has always stood
in contrast to the rhetoric about
equal rights under the law. With
sections on the police, the courts, prisons, housing,
work, health, schools, and popular struggle, this book
features classic essays by a diverse group of authors.
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The Long Term

By Alice Kim, Erica Meiners,
and Jill Petty (2018)
This striking collection of essays
gives voice to people both inside
and outside prison struggling for
liberation, dismantles claims that
the “tough on crime” agenda and
Long Term Offender sentencing keep us safe, and
reveals the white supremacism and patriarchy upon
which the prison system rests.

Breathing Fire
By Jaime Lowe (2021)

California’s fire season gets
hotter, longer, and more extreme
every year. Of the thousands of
firefighters who battle California’s
wildfires every year, roughly 30
percent of the on-the-ground
wildland crews are inmates earning a dollar an hour.
Approximately 200 of those firefighters are women
serving on all-female crews.

No Mercy Here
By Sarah Haley (2016)

Drawing upon black feminist
criticism, Sarah Haley uncovers
imprisoned women’s brutalization
in local, county, and state
convict labor systems, while also
illuminating the prisoners’ acts
of resistance and sabotage, challenging ideologies
of racial capitalism and patriarchy and offering
alternative conceptions of social and political life.

A Place to Stand

By Jimmy Santiago Baca (2001)
Jimmy Santiago Baca’s astonishing
narrative of his life before, during,
and immediately after the years
he spent in the maximum-security
prison garnered tremendous critical
acclaim. An important chronicle
that “affirms the triumph of the human spirit,” it went
on to win the prestigious 2001 International Prize.
18 Books That Address Incarceration and Social Justice

Prison by Any
Other Name

By Maya Schenwar and
Victoria Law (2020)
Activist journalists Maya Schenwar
and Victoria Law reveal the way
the kinder, gentler narrative of
reform can obscure agendas of social control and
challenge us to question the ways we replicate the
status quo when pursuing change.

Race to Incarcerate
By Marc Mauer (1999)

In this revised edition of his
seminal book on race, class, and
the criminal justice system, Marc
Mauer, executive director of one of
the United States’ leading criminal
justice reform organizations, offers
the most up-to-date look available at three decades
of prison expansion in America.

Resistance
Behind Bars

By Victoria Law, Lara Whitehorn
(Introduction) (2009)
In 1974, women imprisoned at New
York’s maximum-security prison at
Bedford Hills staged what is known
as the August Rebellion. Protesting
the brutal beating of a fellow prisoner, the women
fought off guards, holding seven of them hostage,
and took over sections of the prison.

Shahid Reads
His Own Palm

By Reginald Dwayne Betts (2010)
Gripping and terrifying, eloquent
and heart wrenching, this debut
collection delves into hellish
territory: prison life. In this book,
soulful poems somberly capture
time-bending experiences and the survivalist
mentality needed to live a contradiction, confronting
both daily torment and one’s illogical fear of freedom.
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Six by Ten

By Taylor Pendergrass and Mateo
Hoke (2018)
Six By Ten explores the mental,
physical, and spiritual impacts of
America’s widespread embrace
of solitary confinement. As told
through the first-person narratives
of individuals subjected to solitary confinement,
family members on the outside, and corrections
officers, this book examines the darkest corners of
America’s mass incarceration.

Soledad Brother

By George Jackson (1970)
An outspoken condemnation of
the racism of white America and
a powerful appraisal of the prison
system that failed to break his
spirit but eventually took his life.
Jackson’s letters make palpable the
feelings of anger and rebellion that filled black men
in America’s prisons in the 1960s.

The Struggle Within
By Dan Berger (2014)

An accessible yet wide-ranging
historical primer, The Struggle
Within discusses how mass
imprisonment has been a statesponsored tool of repression
deployed against diverse, left-wing
social movements over the last 50 years. Dan Berger
goes on to examine some of the most dynamic social
movements across half a century.
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A Time to Die

By Tom Wicker (1975)
In 1971, the inmates of Attica
revolted, took hostages, and forced
the authorities into four days of
negotiation. The rebels demanded,
and were granted, the presence
of a group of observers to act as
unofficial mediators. Tom Wicker was one of those
summoned. This is his account.

Words No Bars
Can Hold

By Deborah Appleman (2019)
Deborah Appleman chronicles
her work teaching college-level
classes at a high-security prison
for men, most of whom are
serving life sentences. Through
narrative, poetry, memoir, and fiction, the students in
Appleman’s classes attempt to write themselves back
into a society that has erased their lived histories.

Prisons, Punishment,
and the Family
by Rachel Condry and Peter
Scharff Smith (2018)

It is a bewildering fact that
while we have had prisons for
centuries, we have only relatively
recently embarked upon a serious
discussion of the severe effects of imprisonment
for the families and relatives of offenders and the
implications this has for society.
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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

• Downstream: The Effects of Parental Incarceration: 60-minute documentary. downstreamfilm.com
• Downstream Discussion Guide
• 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
• Visiting Dad in Prison video and discussion guide
• Visiting a Correctional Facility Tip Sheets #1, #2, and #3
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