Getting your family back together is a challenge:
This is an exciting time, but it is important to reunify your family slowly, as you and your children get
to know each other again.
• Get support. Everyone is overwhelmed with the changes in your family—you, your children,
your extended family and your partner. Get support to deal with stress. Reach out to a clergy
member, neighbor, friend, or a family support program when you need to talk about the stress
you are under. Seek professional counseling before things get out of control.
• Learn as much as you can about parenting. Your child may have entered a new stage
while you were away, and you need to know how to deal with the child effectively. If you took
parenting classes while in prison, review the materials you received, or take another class.
Libraries have lots of books and videos on parenting that you can borrow.
• Be the parent you dreamed about being! Listen to your children. Make time to give each
child attention every day. Resist the urge to substitute giving “things” for giving “time.” Get to
know your child’s friends and interests, read to your child, share activities and hobbies with
him.
• Take care of yourself. Pay attention to your own needs for rest, proper nutrition, adult
relationships and a break from your children. Keep positive people in your life, and avoid
people, places and things from your past.
• Make a good release plan, and follow it. Keep the appointments with parole officers,
counselors and other professionals that are set for you; be sure to be on time and ready to
participate. Be realistic about timelines and what you can accomplish. Remember—you are
doing your best not only for yourself, but also for your child.
• Give yourself and your children time to adjust. You are forming a new family, with
healthier lives than you had before you were incarcerated. It takes time, love and patience to
put all the pieces together.
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Parenting from
the inside
Help for incarcerated parents
Parenting Series

When you are an incarcerated parent:

Being the best parent you can be from the inside:

You are not alone. Over one million American children have a mother or father in prison, and seven
million have a parent or close relative on probation or parole. In Pennsylvania, over half of all inmates
have two or more children under the age of 18. The effects of your incarceration on your family can
be serious and long-term, but open, honest communication can go a long way to helping the situation.

Being in prison doesn’t mean you stop being a parent. Here are some ways you can maintain a good
relationship with your children (or create one, if it didn’t exist before):

Consider the following:
• Some of the most loving parents can be found in prisons! Many incarcerated parents
have the same dreams for their children as parents in the community. They have the same
struggles and questions about parenting,
• There may be shame and anger in your family. Your family may be ashamed of you and
your crimes; they may be angry with you and distance themselves from you. You may feel
guilty about how your incarceration has affected your family—they have less money, their
neighbors and co-workers may avoid them, they are dealing with many emotional and legal
issues.
• You may not know what being a parent means. Some incarcerated parents did not have
good relationships with their own parents—you may not have known your parents, forexample, they may have been in prison or absent from your life, either physically or emotionally.
• Be honest. Admit your mistakes, apologize—and tell the truth about what you are trying to
change. Be realistic and don’t make promises to your family that you can’t keep.
• Accept reality. It doesn’t do any good to be angry at law enforcement, the criminal justice
system or other people. Work on improving yourself and your life so you don’t return to
prison.

• Work on your relationship with your child’s caretakers. It is vital that you have a good
relationship with the child’s caretakers. You may resent the other parent of your child, or
whoever else is caring for your child in your absence. Don’t make negative comments about
them to the child. Respect the fact that even though you may disagree on how to raise the
child, that person has a difficult job and is doing the best they can.
• Write letters and send cards to your child, and call whenever you can. Tell them about
your life, your thoughts of them, your opinions and ideas. Remember that you are still an important influence on your child. Include pictures when you can. Explain to your children how
you want their lives to be different than yours has been, and encourage them at school and in
the family.
• Remember important events in your child’s life. Birthdays, graduations and other
milestones are not the only times that children need to hear from you. Has your son made
the basketball team? Did your daughter learn to drive? Let them know that you are proud of
them, especially when they make good choices.
• Reassure your children. Children worry about their parents when they are away from them,
and what they imagine is usually worse than the real thing. Let your child know that you care
about him and want to know about his life. Tell him the details of your life –what you are
learning, reading, and thinking about.
• Understand your child’s need for security and affection. Children often become close to
their caregivers; this is not done to hurt or punish you for past mistakes. They may not always
show that they care about you—remember that children do not have the emotional maturity
you do.
• Document your parenting efforts. There are timelines on how long your children may
remain in foster care before your parental rights are terminated. One way to preserve your
rights is to stay involved with your children and keep copies of what you have accomplished.
• Ask for help, and learn more about parenting. Attend a parenting class or family support
program while you are in prison, and find out about resources and groups in your community
when you are released. The support and information you get from other parents will help you
deal with the issues you face now, and after you go home. Read as much as you can about
parenting.

