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Historical and Current Understanding
In the United States alone, an estimated 1,517,867 people were incarcerated in state and federal prisons in the year 2007 (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2012). What is often overlooked is the fact that offenders are not the only ones impacted by incarceration. Incarceration has a significant effect on the children and family members left behind. In 2007, there was an estimated 1,706,600 minor children with a parent in prison, which is equivalent 2.3% of children in the United States (Glaze and Maruschak, 2008). With such a large number of adults in the prison system, an even larger number of children are being affected. One aspect that is critical to note is that these statistics are only reflective of those in state and federal prisons, leaving out the entire population of individuals incarcerated in county jails and their children. 
Unfortunately, incarceration in the United States is increasing. Glaze and Maruschak (2008) report that between midyear 1991 and midyear 2007, the number of parents incarcerated in state and federal prisons increased by 79%.  According to Lee, Genty, and Laver (2005) “jurisdictions across America mandate stiffer sentences and build and fill bigger prisons” (p.2). With that being said, a solid understanding of the impact and needs of this population is necessary in order to move forward and provide supportive programming to this population.
The Impact of Parental Incarceration and Stages of Development
The Impact of Parental Incarceration
	The impact of parental incarceration is unique to each family. While some children may have been living with their parents prior to incarceration, others may not have. Some children are separated from a strong relationship while others may not have had a relationship at all. Incarceration is one form of parental separation. Forms of parental separation include divorce, military deployment, foster care placement, or death. Phillips and Gates (2011) describe parental incarceration as being unique when compared to the other types of separation. Due to the stigma associated with incarceration, there is less support provided by the community than there is for other types of separation. Bocknek, Sanderson, and Britner (2008) classify this type of separation as ambiguous loss and describe it as:
Loss due to parental incarceration is likely to impact children of prisoners differently than children who experience other forms of parental loss and trauma because of the complex family issues and instability experienced before, during, and after their parents’ incarceration. (p. 324)
Children with incarcerated parents have a higher likelihood of experiencing additional adverse events such as violence, substance abuse, and lack of stability before, during, and after parental incarceration (Lopez & Bhat, 2007). 
Intensifying the already life altering situation of incarceration is the stigma associated with it. The stigma reinforces the need to keep this issue a secret and in turn reduces the amount of support available. Not only is stigma attached to the offender, but their children as well; children then become labeled for their association with a parent that is stigmatized based on criminality and incarceration (Phillips and Gates, 2011).. The images displayed in the media of prisons and jails are often times negative and unrealistic. This allows children to use their imaginations to create their own interpretations of what their parent(s) is facing (Nesmith & Ruhland, 2008). These imaginative images of what prison is like can cause additional anxiety and stress about the wellbeing of the incarcerated parent. Anxiety and stress are only two of the many ways in which the effects of parental incarceration manifest itself in children.
Children affected by parental incarceration deal with a plethora of feelings that manifest themselves internally and externally (Bocknek et al., 2009). External reactions, which often times receive the most attention, include emotional outbursts, behavioral issues, aggression, and drug abuse (Bocknek et al., 2009; Miller, 2006; Nesmith & Ruhland, 2008). Internal reactions include academic failure (including truancy), anxiety, depression, and emotional withdrawal (Bocknek et al., 2009). Miller (2006) explains many of the symptoms that children experience after parental incarceration are analogous to the symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder. Understanding the effects of parental incarceration is the first step to providing support for children and making change. It is also imperative to note that the “effects of having an incarcerated parent do not cease when they are released” (Aaron & Dallaire, 2010, p. 1482). In order to provide proper responses to children, having knowledge of the developmental stages is helpful.
Key Informant Interviews
	Several key informant interviews were conducted to explore potential gaps in programming and the perceived impacts on the parent-child relationship during and after incarceration. Interviews were semi-structured and included several open-ended questions. The goal was to gain qualitative information on the experiences and perspectives of incarcerated individuals. 
	Key informants were recruited in person and through email. One major challenge was gaining access to individuals and finding a convenient time to hold the interviews. Overall, three interviews were conducted. Key informant # 1 holds a doctoral degree in social work and has worked and advocated for incarcerated mothers surrounding issues of reunification and custody matters. Key informant # 2 is a bachelor of social work student that is currently raising her twelve-year-old nephew, whose mother is incarcerated. Key informant # 3 is the mother of two adult sons that are currently in prison and have children.
	Through the three key informant interviews, several themes emerged. It was important to note that these themes are not generalizable to the larger population because of the small number of participants. This qualitative data will be used to inform a needs assessment for the targeted population. The themes that emerged from the interviews are the lack of support for reentry, limitations to maintaining a relationship while incarcerated, and the strength of the parent-child bond. 
	The lack of support for reentry was made clear through the topic of recidivism. Key informant # 3 explained that “both of my sons have been in and out of jail since they were teenagers”. Key informant # 2 also expressed that several of her family members have been incarcerated multiple times. Both key informants #1 and #2 shared concern that many individuals do not have the tools they need to succeed. “They don’t know any different. These are skills they learned in their environment, not much changes in prison, especially when you don’t have contact with your kid” (Key informant # 2). Key informant # 1 described societal and systemic barriers that prevented individuals from succeeding after release. “They need to spend more time planning before release. These women get out and can’t find jobs or housing. The charges that they have also prevent this”. With all of the barriers that parents are facing, it is difficult to expect a child to thrive and reconnect with this parent without adequate supports put in place. 
	The second theme that was prevalent throughout the interviews was the limitations that prevented the maintenance of the parent-child relationship. Across the board, key informants explained that distance and the cost of phone calls were a major issue. Key informant # 2 highlights this when she explains her experience; “since there are fewer women’s prisons the travel time is longer for a lot of people. When my nephew’s mom was in prison in California I couldn’t afford to take him up there”.  Key informant # 3 described this issue when explaining why her grandchildren do not get to see their fathers; “if they didn’t have to go through all of that [getting on the approval list, long drives, and long waits] I would take them up to see their dads”. Key informant # 1 suggested that children as well as guardians go through training before entering the prison the first time to give them a clear explanation of what is going to happen.  “They’re not used to having to take their shoes off, empty their pockets, and walk through metal detectors”.
	The third and most talked about theme was the importance of the parent-child relationship. “They miss their parents, they want to see them” (Key informant # 1). Key informant # 2 stated, “I have to remember that it’s his mom, no matter all of the things she has done.  All key informants agreed that children truly miss their parents when they are away, despite what they have been through before incarceration. Key informant # 1 also includes that despite many societal beliefs, incarcerated parents truly miss and care about their children; “children are a great motivator for change”.
	Overall, the information gained from the key informant interviews coincides with the information gained from the literature. What was not discussed throughout the key informant interviews were the specific factors that influence the effects of parental incarceration, such as developmental stages. 
Developmental Stages
Childhood developmental stages are divided into early childhood, middle childhood, and adolescence. According to Hutchison (2008), early childhood takes place between three and five years old. During this stage, children “perceive reality only from their own experience and believe them to be at the center of existence” (Hutchison, 2008, p. 145). This may cause responses to questioning to seem illogical because the child only has the ability to focus on one aspect at a time. (Poole, Warren, & Nunez, 2007). It can be expected that children at this level cannot comprehend where their parent is or why they are there. 
 Middle childhood takes place between the ages of six and twelve (Hutchison, 2008). During this stage children are beginning to gain more in-depth awareness of their emotions, develop greater control over them, and develop more sophisticated coping skills (Hutchison, 2008; Poole, Warren, & Nunez, 2007). They are beginning to think outside of themselves, unlike during early childhood (Poole, Warren, & Nunez, 2007). Talking and asking more questions is more common during this developmental stage. Children may begin asking where their parent is, why they are there, and for how long.
Adolescence takes place between the ages of twelve and twenty (Hutchison, 2008). Adolescence is often considered the pathway between childhood and adulthood. Identities are developing and more thoughts about the futures are being considered. By this point, the concept of time is fully understood and now a greater understanding of how long the parent will be gone begins to settle. Self-awareness and peer relations are very prevalent at this stage (Hutchison, 2008; Poole, Warren, & Nunez, 2007). Because of the emphasis of self-awareness, adolescents may feel a sense of shame or guilt surrounding their parents’ incarceration. 
Theoretical Frameworks
Citizenship Theory
Citizenship theory assists in laying out the context of the social justice issues that incarcerated parents and their children face. The concept of citizenship is broadly defined and has different meanings for different people (Lister, 1998).   There are three levels of citizenship, which include full, second-class, and non-citizen (Laakso, 2012). Cohen (2005) describes children as being: 
simultaneously assumed citizens – they hold passports and except in the rarest of cases receive at least one nationality at birth – and judged to be incapable of citizenship in that they cannot make the rational and informed decisions that characterize self-governance. (p.221)  
With the limitations on decision-making that children have, they are considered second-class or partial citizens. Second class citizenship implies that one is marginalized from mainstream rights, responsibilities, and institutions (Laakso, 2012).  Children are viewed as future citizens and represented by their parents (Cohen, 2005). However, what happens when a parent is unable to make decisions for their child? Cohen (2005) explains that the legal system becomes involved “when their parents fail… [and] without any real citizenship of their own children’s lives are almost exclusively directed from, and lived within, the private sphere” (p227).
The wording of the previous explanation of legal system involvement leads into the citizenship status of parents that are unable to make decision on behalf of their children. In this case, we are specifically looking at incarcerated parents. The statement that parents have “failed” adds an additional negative attribute to the parent. Incarcerated individuals have lost many of their rights. They now have little control over their environment and limited access to advocate on behalf of themselves and their children. A task such as communication may become a large barrier. While children are considered second-class citizens, incarcerated individuals are “severed from [and have] limited contact with mainstream society” (Laakso, 2012) categorizing them as non-citizens. Their children now have the status of second-class citizen, unable to be represented by a non-citizen parent.
Attachment Theory
Attachment is defined as 
the ability to form emotional bonds with other people. Many child development scholars have suggested attachment is one of the most important issues in infant development, mainly because attachment is the foundation for emotional development and a predictor of later functioning. (Hutchison, 2008, p. 118)
The question then is how do infants develop strong attachments with parents, and how do children maintain their attachments. According to Ainsworth’s theory of attachment, there are three types of attachment: are secure, anxious, and avoidant. Recently, scholars have included insecure disorganized/disoriented attachment and or response (Hutchison, 2008). When an infant is separated from their parent the question then becomes how can they create healthy attachments with their parent when they are incarcerated? Some prisons have nursery programs for mothers and babies. Often time space in these programs is limited and there are strict limitations. These programs are created for mothers and their babies, and disregard the relationship between the father and baby. According to Hutchison (2008), “the gender of the parent is irrelevant in the development of secure infant attachment” (p. 120). 
Interventions: What can be done on the micro, mezzo, and macro levels
In order to sustain significant change, interventions on the micro, mezzo, and macro level are necessary. Many interventions are micro level, providing some type of individualized programming to parents while in prison.  Programming includes parenting classes within the prisons that do not involve the children, direct child involvement within the prisons, and programs outside of the facility (Hoffman, Byrd, & Kightlinger, 2010). A survey within the United States was done on wardens about the programming available to parents while incarcerated. Programming differences were found between the men and women’s prisons. The survey consisted of 387 wardens. When it came to parenting classes within the prisons, 51% of male facilities had this when compared to 90% of female facilities. Programs with direct child involvement was available in 10% of the men’s facilities surveyed compared to 33% of the women’s. A reading program was also compared where parents and children were involved while the children remained outside of the prison. Four percent of male facilities had this as opposed to 19% of female facilities. 
	One program that targets parents and children on the micro and mezzo level is Girl Scouts Beyond Bars. Girl Scouts Beyond Bars fosters the parent-child relationship by allowing face-to face contact as well as involvement and support on the community level. 
 Girl Scouts Beyond Bars (GSBB) is arguably one of the most publicized and well-known enhanced parent-child visitation programs. Incarcerated mothers participating in GSBB meet regularly to prepare themselves emotionally and plan activities for upcoming visits with their daughters. At the same time, daughters meet together in the community where they receive support from peers in similar circumstances. (Hoffman et al., 2010, p. 400)
 These types of programming that allow children to have contact with the parent “helps the child develop a more realistic understanding of their parent’s circumstances” (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2011) and maintain the role as parent. 
	It is suggested that when approaching interventions to assist children of incarcerated parents the best way is from a family centered approach (Aaron & Dallaire, 2010). This not only includes the incarcerated parent and child, but the caregivers as well. While the parent is incarcerated, the caregiver must be willing to participate on some level in order for the child to participate. Several programs exist to prevent delinquency in these children (Aaron & Dallaire, 2010). 
In Washington State, the Department of Corrections and Children’s Administration have collaborated to provide a macro level intervention.  Two sentencing alternative programs have been created (Legislative Work Group House Committee, 2011).  The first program is the Family and Offender Sentencing Alternative (FOSA).  To participate in the FOSA program an inmate must have more than a one-year sentence. A judicial waiver is made when they are within a year of release to spend the remainder of their sentence under community custody. While serving time in the community offenders participate in drug treatment programming and parenting classes (Legislative Work Group House Committee, 2011).  To be eligible to participate in FOSA, the offender may not have any felony sex crimes or violent crimes. If the Child Welfare System has been involved, they must give permission for their information to be released (Legislative Work Group House Committee, 2011).  
	The second program is the Community Parenting Alternative (CPA). Under CPA, the Department of Corrections transfers offender to electronic home monitoring for the last portion of the sentence, which may not exceed 12 months (Legislative Work Group House Committee, 2011).  To be eligible for CPA the offender has to have “proven, established, ongoing, and substantial relationship with his or her minor child that existed prior to the commission of the current offense; or is a legal guardian of a minor child at the time of the current offense” (Legislative Work Group House Committee, 2011, p. 5). 
	Both the FOSA and CPA programs are intervening on the micro, mezzo, and macro level. According to the Legislative Work Group House Committee (2011), an “average of 105 children per month are impacted by both FOSA and CPA programs combined. 53% of the children come from FOSA parents and 47% come from CPA parents” (p. 10).
Dissenting Views
Some scholars believe that the Adoption Safe and Family Act and the Children’s Bill of Rights misrepresents the population of children with incarcerated parents. 
Both the “child-at-risk” narrative of ASFA and the “good mother” narrative of the Bill of Rights are stereotyped and oversimplified and contribute, in opposite ways, to misperceptions about incarcerated parents and their children by suggesting a uniformity of situations and appropriate responses that does not actually exist (Genty, 2012, p. 36)
It is believed that the label of children of incarcerated parents alone is a negative label that brings about generalized assumptions.  
“Children of Incarcerated Parents” is a catchy and compelling label and a useful tool for organizing advocacy efforts. However, the use of this phrase may ultimately be misleading and counterproductive by suggesting a uniformity of situations and appropriate responses that does not actually exist (Genty, 2012, p. 44).
The major downfall is that is being presented is that the Children’s Bill of Rights implies that children had stable relationship with the parent prior to incarceration. 
Cultural and Systemic Influences
As noted previously, the impact that incarceration has and the way that each family handles it is different. One societal influence that drives the programming available for incarcerated individuals is the debate of punishment versus rehabilitation. Wright and Gehring (2008) state that “It is difficult to reconcile the harsh realities of life in the big house with democratic practices since after all, prisons are designed to punish, observe, incapacitate, and isolate prisoners (p. 322).  Educational programs are available to offenders while they are incarcerated as a way of preparing them for life after they are released. This will assist them in gaining autonomy after coming from a place where their autonomy is stripped. The rate at which individuals are being incarcerated, and the length of time they are being held is influencing programming. Although, family is valued within the United States, it is easy for individuals unaffected by incarceration to place blame on parents. 
Impact of Economics and Diversity
	A well-known fact is that prison populations are disproportionately filled with ethnic minorities and individuals coming from poverty (Key informant #1). These marginalized populations are placed in another marginalized category. This is also reflected in the access to programming that families have and their ability to provide resources for the incarcerated parent, receive telephone calls, and visit (Key informant # 2; Key informant # 3).
NASW Ethical Practice Guidelines
Incarceration is a largely stigmatized status; individuals are labeled as bad people and criminals. These negative attributes are often times reflected on their children as well. Children then become the subjects of stigma by association (Aaron & Dallaire, 2010). What is overlooked is the fact that incarcerated parents deserve to have a relationship with their child and be reunified when possible. They deserve to be informed about their parental rights and the process while they are incarcerated and efforts should be made to make sure they obtain this. It is social workers responsibility to address this issue and promote social justice for the marginalized populations of incarcerated parents and their children. 
	According to the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) code of ethics, two prominent ethical principles that pertain to this issue are service and social justice. “Social workers pursue social change, particularly with and on behalf of vulnerable and oppressed individuals and groups of people” (NASW, 2012). The main goal is to “prevent harm…relieve burdens, hurt, or suffering of others” (Laakso, 2012).  Self-determination is also an important social work value when working with incarcerated parents and their children. With self-determination being so limited within the prison and jail settings, it is important to promote this when possible when it comes to their current relationship with their child and the relationship after release. According to NASW (2012), “social workers respect and promote the right of clients to self-determination and assist clients in their efforts to identify and clarify their goals”.
Overall, incarcerated parents and their children are marginalized and stigmatized populations that are impacted by societal values and policies. Social workers can advocate and assist this population to receive equal rights. It is important to realize the negative attributes that are placed on parents that are unable to care for their children, especially if they have the additional label of criminal. It is then easy for society to place blame on the parent and believe that the child deserves better.
Challenges and Ideas for Developing Project
	Supported by the research and key informant interviews are the gaps in programming available to children with incarcerated parents, the incarcerated parent, and the caregiver. It is proven that the parent-child relationship is important to maintain, especially if the child is going to be reunited with the parent after incarceration. One specific area that deserves additional research is the reentry process for the parent-and child. Programming such as parenting classes and visitation assistance are available while the parent is incarcerated, but there is a lack in programming after release. Programming that addresses this issue are FOSA and CPA. Further research about the processes of these programs will be helpful in creating similar interventions and community supports available to a wider range of individuals. 
	Throughout this research, a major challenge was finding programming information and specific statistics on this population. This was also true when recruiting individuals to participate in key informant interviews. 
	Overall, the population of incarcerated children is increasing. As their parents are released, it is important to provide quality programming that will support the parent-child relationship and prevent recidivism. Interventions on the micro, mezzo, and macro levels will be needed to make these transitions successful. It is suggested that research on this population continues to occur.
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