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Training Overview 

• Welcome and Introductions

• Parental Incarceration: Number of Children Affected

• Communication 101: Basic Types and Everyday 

Challenges

• Points of Contact and Communication with Families in 

Correctional Facilities

• Best Practices on Communication and Active Listening

• Tips for Staff on Interacting with Families and Children 

in Correctional Facilities
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Meet your Trainers

• Hilary Cuthrell, (PhD) Correction Program Specialist, 

National Institute of Corrections

• Ann Adalist-Estrin, (MS) Director, National Resource 

Center on Children and Families of the Incarcerated, 

Rutgers University Camden 

• Sofi Martinez, Social Science Analyst, Office of Human 

Service Policy, Office of the Assistant Secretary for 

Planning and Evaluation
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Participant Poll
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The Most Important Skill:
Being Self Reflective

“Knowing yourself is the 
beginning of all 
wisdom.”

– Aristotle

Our  feelings, opinions and life 
experiences influence our thoughts, 
feelings and opinions about children 
and families of the incarcerated. 

Created by Ann Adalist-Estrin. Used with permission.



Observation & Reflection 



Assumptions, Beliefs & Attitudes
What do you believe?

1. Children of incarcerated parents need:

2. Incarcerated parents need: 

3. Incarcerated parents should: 

4. The best thing that could happen to the children of 
incarcerated parents is: 

5. The worst thing that could happen to children of 
incarcerated parents is: 

Created by Ann Adalist-Estrin. Used with permission.



Incarceration and the Estimated 

Number of Children Affected
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A Breakdown of Incarceration in the 

United States

• At year-end 2017 the U.S. prison population totaled 1.5 
million incarcerated individuals. A further breakdown of 
this population consists of: 

1.3 million individuals within state jurisdiction 

183,000 under federal jurisdiction. 

121,400 individuals in privately operated prison facilities  
(source https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/press/p17ji17pr.pdf)

• At midyear 2018, county and city jails held 738,400 
incarcerated individuals, nationally. Further, jails reported 10.7 
million admissions in the year 2018. (source: https://www.bjs.gov 
/content/pub/press/ji18pr.pdf)

• At year-end 2016, the community supervision population 
consisted of 4,537,100 individuals. 
https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/press/cpus16pr.pdf
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https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/press/p17ji17pr.pdf
https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/press/ji18pr.pdf
https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/press/cpus16pr.pdf


Contextual Factors

• Racial and ethnic disparities

▫ People of color are disproportionately involved in 

the criminal justice system

 In 2017, black men were incarcerated 6x more than 

white men. 
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Source: Bronson, J. & E.A. Carson. (2019). Prisoners in 2017. Washington, DC: Bureau of Justice Statistics.

https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p17.pdf.

https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/p17.pdf


Changing the Narrative

11

Viewing inmates as 

incarcerated individuals

Recognizing them as parents 

and addressing the needs of 

their children



What is the estimated number of 

children that have an incarcerated 

parent in the U.S.?
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Participant Poll
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An Estimated 2.3 Million 

People Incarcerated                          

An Estimated 2.7 Million 

Children Affected by Parental 

Incarceration
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Source: Pew Charitable Trusts. Collateral Costs: Incarceration’s Effect on Economic Mobility, 2010



Children of Incarcerated Parents (cont.) 

• An estimated10M children have experienced parental 

incarceration at some point in their life

• Half of the children with an incarcerated parent are 

under the age of 10.

• Race/ethnicity are components of those  

disproportionately affected by parental incarceration 

▫ 1 in 9 African American/Black children

▫ 1 in 28 Latino(a) children

▫ 1 in 57 Caucasian/White children
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Source: Western, B. & B. Pettit. (2010). Collateral Costs: Incarceration’s Effect on Economic Mobility. Washington, DC: Pew Charitable 

Trusts. https://www.pewtrusts.org/-/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1pdf.pdf. 

https://www.pewtrusts.org/-/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1pdf.pdf


Parental Incarceration & Caregivers
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88%
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2% 2%

37%

45%

23%

11%
8%

Other parent Grandparent Other relatives Foster home or
agency

Friends, other

Types of Caregivers of Children During 
Parental Incarceration

Incarcerated Fathers Incarcerated Mothers

Source: Glaze, L.E. & L.M. Maruschak. (2008). Parents in Prison and their Minor Children. Washington, 

DC: Bureau of Justice Statistics. https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/pptmc.pdf.

https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/pptmc.pdf


Children of Incarcerated Parents 

Less than 1 year
2%

1-4 years
20%

5-9 years
30%

10-14 years
32%

15-17 years
16%
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Over 50% of children are age 9 or younger

Source: Glaze, L.E. & L.M. Maruschak. (2008). Parents in Prison and their Minor Children. Washington, 

DC: Bureau of Justice Statistics. https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/pptmc.pdf.

https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/pptmc.pdf


Toxic Stress
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Source: Center on the Developing Child. (2008). In Brief: The Science of Early Childhood Development. Harvard University: National 

Symposium on Early Childhood Science and Policy. www.developingchild.harvard.edu

Persistent fear and anxiety can affect young children’s 

learning and development and change brain structure.

Scientists now know that chronic, unrelenting stress 

in early childhood, caused by abrupt separation from 

caregivers, extreme poverty, or parental depression, for 

example, can be toxic to the developing brain in the 

same way as repeated abuse and witnessing violence 

causes trauma. 

http://www.developingchild.harvard.edu


Children of Incarcerated Parents & 

Trauma

• Children of incarcerated parents are often at risk of 

immediate and long-term threats to their well-being 

because of the emotional, physical, and financial 

stressors and the trauma of separation that this situation 

creates.

▫ Their experience is included in the list of Adverse 

Childhood Experiences (ACES) that can cause toxic stress 

and trauma which result in the release of stress hormones.

▫ Stress hormones, especially Cortisol, cause changes to the 
brain that affect children’s  behavior, school performance 
and overall wellbeing.
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Children of Incarcerated Parents & 

Trauma (cont.)

• The  absence or unavailability of a parent or primary 

attachment figure can be  emotionally equivalent to a 

life-threatening event such as an adult being held at 

gunpoint. (Carrion,2010)

• While the loss of a primary attachment figure can cause 

trauma, the  presence of these significant adults raises 

dopamine levels and lowers the dangerous levels of 

cortisol that the body develops during times of trauma. 

(Dozier, 2005). 
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Protective Buffers from Trauma

• People and interactions in a child’s life are buffers for 

the most harmful effects of trauma. 

• The most important buffers for children with incarcerated 

parents are their parents and caregivers.
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Why is effective communication 

with children and families in 

correctional facilities important? 
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Correctional Staff as Protective 

Factors

• Correctional facility staff can also be important 

protective factors to supporting the parent/child 

relationship by being mindful of:

▫ How they communicate with children and families

▫ How they communicate with incarcerated parents in front of 

their children

▫ How they communicated with incarcerated parents about 

their children (even when children are not present)

▫ What they say in general conversations with colleagues 

about parents and their children
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Challenges to Everyday 

Communication
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Types of Communication

• What we say

▫ Questions for information

▫ Questions for understanding

▫ Statements of observation

▫ Statements about feelings or reaction

▫ Statements to give directions or rules
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• How we say it

▫ Tone

▫ Pitch or volume

▫ Rate or speed

• How we act

▫ Stance or positioning

▫ Facial expressions

▫ Gesture

▫ Personal space



Breaking it Down: Verbal 

Communication

• Questions vs. Statements

▫ Can you move over here?

vs.

▫ For safety reasons, I need you to move over here.

• Instructions vs. Observations (and Judgments)

▫ You know better than to…

vs.

▫ You are not allowed to… because…
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Implications for Power Imbalances

• Giving people the illusion of power when it isn’t there 

is an everyday challenge for all parents. 

• For incarcerated parents who are relatively 

powerless in their lives, this poses many challenges for 

visits and for the correctional officers who are present. 
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Considerations for Communicating 

with Families in a Correctional 

Facility
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Participant Poll
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What are the points of contact & 

communication with family members in 

a prison or jail?
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Visitor Reception

•1st point of contact

•Setting the tone

Visiting Rooms

• Upon entry and exit

• When to intervene

Interactions with 
the Incarcerated 
Parent

• In front of their 
child(ren)

• About their child(ren)



What We Say vs. What Others Hear
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Things correctional 
staff may say when 

visitors arrive

• “Sign here and wait 
over there.”

• “Wait outside.”

Things children and 
families may hear

• “I don’t really care if 
you get to see your 
mom or dad today.”

• “You didn’t follow 
the directions so 
now you must be 
punished.”
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Upon The Family’s Arrival



Things correctional 
staff may say during 

security checks

• “Take off your 
shoes.”

• “This dog is going 
to sniff you for 
things you 
shouldn’t have.”

Things children 
and families may 

hear

• “You have drugs 
in those shoes.”

• “I think you are 
trying to sneak 
something in that 
you shouldn’t 
have.”
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During Family Security Checks



Things correctional staff 
may say in visiting rooms

• “You can’t hug your 
father or mother.”

• “You are being too 
loud.”

• “Your visit is up.”

Things children and 
families may hear

• “I did something wrong 
so now I’m being 
punished.”

• “Be quiet or I will end 
your visit.”

• “You did something 
wrong and now you 
need to go.”
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In Visiting Rooms



Challenges to Communication 

within a Correctional Setting
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Communicating in Correctional 

Facility Lobbies & Visiting Rooms

• Things can be chaotic

• Children and family members may be triggers

(especially if you are parents yourself)

• Children and family members may not be familiar 

or follow the rules of the facility

• There can be a lot of “raw emotion” present

▫ Children might not know that they are in a prison or jail 

if caregivers or parents have chosen not to say 

that the parent is incarcerated (to protect the child 

or avoid shame and embarrassment)
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Strategies for Communicating with 

Children, Caregivers 

and Incarcerated Parents
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Responding to Communication 

Between Parent/Child/Caregivers

Stories From the Field: Children
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Responding to Communication 

Between Parent/Child/Caregivers

Stories From the Field: Caregiver
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Responding to Communication 

Between Parent/Child /Caregivers

Stories From the Field: Parents
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Communication Tips for Prison & Jail 

Lobbies

• Explain calmly in simple steps what will happen during the 
visit (especially for 1st time visitors).
▫ “You will wait here and then go through a security check point -

kind of like one you may have gone through in an airport.”

• Search procedures can be especially stressful for children.
▫ Consider kneeling down for small children to describe what will 

happen in child-friendly terms 
 e.g. pull your own pockets inside out and then ask children to 

make “bunny ears” with their pockets too
▫ Offer children a small reward for going through security correctly 

such as a sticker or high five

• Smile. Talk with children and family members in a positive 
tone.

• Acknowledge something positive about the child.
▫ "I really like your hair", or “You are doing a great job waiting”

41

Sources:  Tip Sheet for Prison/Jail Staff and Volunteers: Supporting Children Who Have an Incarcerated Parent, YOUTH.gov/COIP; 

Peterson, et al. (2019), Model Practices for Parents in Prisons and Jails.



Communication Tips for Visiting 

Rooms

• Welcome children into the visiting room.

▫ “Hope you have a good visit today.”

• If a child breaks a rule in the visiting room, use a 

calm voice and age-appropriate language to 

help the child understand the rule.

• Provide reminders of visiting end times a few 

minutes before the visit is over in a calm voice. 
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Sources:  Tip Sheet for Prison/Jail Staff and Volunteers: Supporting Children Who Have an Incarcerated Parent, YOUTH.gov/COIP; 

Peterson, et al. (2019), Model Practices for Parents in Prisons and Jails.



Questions?

• Please submit your questions in the Webex chat
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Implementation Assessment

• What can you take away from this webinar and use 

tomorrow in your work?

• What else do you want to learn? (what will you do a 

Google search on?)

• What challenges do you foresee to your ability to 

effectively execute the suggestions outlined in this 

webinar?

• What resources or policies do you need in place to 

help you implement the suggestions outlined in this 

webinar?
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Resources

• National Institute of Corrections Family Strengthening 

Project Microsite, https://info.nicic.gov/fsp/

• National Resource Center on Children and Families of 

the Incarcerated, https://nrccfi.camden.rutgers.edu/

• Children of Incarcerated Parents Federal Website, 

www.youth.gov/COIP
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Contact Us!

• Hilary Cuthrell, hcuthrell@bop.gov

• Ann Adalist-Estrin, ann.adalistestrin@rutgers.edu

• Sofi Martinez, Sofi.Martinez@hhs.gov
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Thank you! 

• Thank you for your participation 
today! 

• Please visit the National Institute of 
Correction’s website for more 
information about additional trainings 
and webinars.

• https://nicic.gov/
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https://nicic.gov/

