
Families Impacted by Incarceration: Practice and Policy Issues for Funders to Consider 
 
Our panel was wonderfully moderated by Rev.  Dr. Emma Jordan Simpson. 
 
Rev. Dr. Jordan Simpson opened with a stirring point paraphrased from Michelle Alexander’s poignant 
book; The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness 
 
She reminded us that a black child born today is less likely to be raised by both parents than a black 
child born into slavery.  
 
This somber note served to set the stage as we explored the topic of the day and learned from the 
mothers, young people, advocates and practitioners that have made this theme their life’s work. 
 
Statistics of note: 
 

 More than 2.7 million children in the US have a parent in prison 

 1 in 28 children in the US has an incarcerated parent.  1 in 9 African American children in the US 
has an incarcerated parent 

 105,000 children under 18 in NY state have a parent in the criminal justice system 

 73% of imprisoned women are parents to children under 18 
 
Statistics from Children of Promise- http://www.cpnyc.org/ 
 and  
The Osborne Association 
http://www.osborneny.org/images/uploads/printMedia/Initiative%20CIP%20Stats_Fact%20Sheet.pdf  
 
Hour Children: 
 
Jane Silfen, Hour Children’s Center Director 
Venita Pickney, former Hour Children participant  
Soni Anne Webster, former Hour Children participant, current Hour Children employee 
 
Jane spoke passionately about a range of issues regarding families impacted by incarceration. She 
focused primarily on the experience of mothers who leave children behind when they become 
incarcerated. Hour Children focuses much of its programming on parenting classes to develop skills for 
mothers to become or continue to be positive influences in their children’s lives. They have a series of 
infant, children and nursery centers where mothers can physically interact with their children in 
supportive environments that are meant to destigmatize visits for families despite what can often be the 
grim atmosphere of a federal penitentiary.  
 
As an additional support to the mothers Hour Children serve, staff commit to helping incarcerated 
mothers stay active in their children’s lives by organizing various other mechanisms for involvement 
(which is crucial because children are not always able to make the long trip to Bedford Hills from their 
homes across NY state). These range from phone calls and “televisiting” (video-conferencing) to 
conversations between mothers and their children’s guidance counselors and teachers so that mothers 
can stay involved in their children’s academic lives. Jane recounted a slightly comical but insightful story 
of the surprise children have when mothers have spoken with teachers and counselors and let their 
children know they are up to speed with their academic progress, despite their physical distance. It was 

http://www.cpnyc.org/
http://www.osborneny.org/images/uploads/printMedia/Initiative%20CIP%20Stats_Fact%20Sheet.pdf


clear how powerful and important this attention is for families who are separated by prison bars and 
long distances.  
 
Jane, Venita and Soni also spoke about many of the obstacles that incarcerated women face despite 
Hour Children’s good work. Attendees at the panel learned about common tensions that arise between 
caregivers for children and parents who become incarcerated. Often caregivers feel burdened by 
unexpected childcare responsibilities. This frequently means that, because the long trip to Bedford Hills 
can be expensive and inconvenient, children’s visits to see their parents are not priorities for caregivers.  
 
Feelings of resentment, as well as fear that children will be stigmatized by having parents in prison, or 
worse yet somehow associated with their parents’ crimes, often further complicate visits between 
children and incarcerated parents. Soni in particular shared the details of her conviction for a violent 
crime, where a pedestrian was killed by a car she was a passenger in. This stimulated a thought-
provoking conversation on how convictions and the subsequent judgments that typically follow prison 
sentences lead to preconceived notions that do not consider the details of their cases and dehumanize 
the formerly incarcerated long after they have been released. We also learned about the struggles 
women often have to adjust to the necessities of finding secure employment and housing once they are 
released, as well as the need for childcare that follow as they try to reassemble their families while 
working and abiding by parole regulations.  
 
In an effort to address some of these obstacles, Hour Children operates 2 vans that provide 
transportation for children to come and visit parents, which frees caregivers from responsibility for the 
prison visits that are so crucial to maintaining families through difficult periods of incarceration.  
 
They also offer a reentry program that assists recently released mothers with finding housing, job 
training, employment and childcare. While this reentry program provides critical support for women, 
currently there is only one program, located in Long Island City, Queens. This unfortunately means that 
women from other parts of NY state are not able to continue with Hour Children once they are released.  
 
Osborne Association/Echoes of Incarceration Film Crew: 
 
Tanya Krupat, Program Director, NY Initiative for Children of Incarcerated Parents 
Francis Adjei, Echoes of Incarceration Film Crew 
Jasmine Barclay, Echoes of Incarceration Film Crew 
Mikey Sellick, Echoes of Incarceration Film Crew 
 
The Echoes of Incarceration Film Crew gave a compelling presentation on the youth perspective as we 
delved deeper into the full breadth of issues raised in considering families impacted by incarceration.  
 
The film crew spoke earnestly about the empowering effect the making of their film had on them. They 
highlighted the importance of representing themselves and using their own voices to show their ability 
to accomplish such an impressive feat, despite the obstacles of parental incarceration. They also spoke 
eloquently both about the struggles caregivers face when they must unexpectedly support other 
people’s children, and their own challenges while growing up with someone who had not planned to 
care for them.  
 
Tanya set the stage for the policy environment that families, and the practitioners and advocates who 
work to support families impacted by incarceration must navigate.  



 
She spoke at length about the following issues which present some of the most difficult hurdles to 
overcome for young people and their families caught up in the criminal justice system: 
 

 The need for individual assessments to be central during the sentencing process 
o Considering distance for families to visit during sentencing: Individual assessments 

should determine what type of contact is in a child’s best interest. When distance is not 
considered, and parents and children are separated by long distances that make family 
visits difficult, our system is in effect punishing children for their parents’ crime. In 
addition, physical contact and relationship maintenance during periods of incarceration 
between children and parents is considered by many experts in the field to be a 
fundamental component of a system of support as we consider reentry and avoidance 
of recidivism into the criminal justice system. 

 The need for more child sensitive training and protocols for law enforcement officials both at 
time of arrests and while families visit inmates 

o  Law enforcement officials are often exceedingly violent and indiscriminate in their use 
of force at time of arrest. This often becomes an extremely frightening experience, 
especially for young children, who are innocent bystanders that are emotionally and 
even at times physically hurt by the intimidating tactics used by arresting officers to take 
parents into custody. 

o This culture of intimidation extends to Correction Officers, who do little to treat children 
as children when they visit their parents in prison. Often this leads children to feel 
punished for their parents crimes, and can even lead to children feeling discouraged to 
visit their family members while they are incarcerated. 

 Capacity building within children service systems 
o The Administration of Children Services (ACS), Department of Education (DOE) and 

Department of Health and Mental Health (DOHMH) among other city agencies rarely 
consider the children of incarcerated parents as a distinct population with unique needs. 
Often they are not even aware that the children they serve have parents that are 
incarcerated. This lack of attention and targeted training for staff amounts to a missed 
opportunity for the type of positive youth development principles that would encourage 
peer support and provide specialized care for this often neglected group of children. In 
addition, these agencies do a poor job of communicating and sharing data with each 
other, so that even if one agency becomes aware of a situation where a child’s parent 
becomes incarcerated, that information is not shared with other agencies that interact 
with the same child.  

 
 
Children of Promise 
 
Sharon Content, Founder and President of Children of Promise 
 
Sharon gave an impassioned account of the mission of her organization, Children of Promise, and a 
captivating glimpse into the psychological issues children of incarcerated parents face. She described 
Children of Promise as a licensed mental health provider community based organization that aims to 
create a space for children of incarcerated parents to use their skills and time to process their feelings of 
shame, guilt and anger over their parents’ absence.  
 



She recounted how her trained counselors and specialists use arts, crafts, mentoring and other 
seemingly typical afterschool program activities to engage children in a therapy process. These programs 
are disarming in their normalcy compared to other afterschool programs, but also extremely effective in 
helping these emotionally distraught young people to make sense of their painful situations. The one on 
one and group counseling sessions are important because they help children disclose their situations, 
which they often keep secret out of shame and misplaced guilt. They become places of community 
building where children and caregivers find other people they can relate to while receiving much needed 
support. Children of Promise staff also regularly work side by side with schools, and notably have 
become the go to referral partner when their children have discipline problems that otherwise might 
have led to the involvement of law enforcement- in effect serving as an important intervention to what 
many of us recognize as the “School to Prison Pipeline.”   
 
Recommendations and Q&A Discussion  
 
There was a general consensus that as a funding group we should be focusing more on: 
 

 Health and Mental Health for children with incarcerated parents (CIP) 
 

 Providing Family Support 
 

 Need for trainings for providers- cultural competency in this area. 
 

 Providing positive group experiences for CIP which decreases stigma and sense of isolation and 
creates a supportive environment.  

 

 This issue is not specific to any one funding stream- encompasses health/mental 
health/poverty/family/education/Domestic Violence/criminal justice.  

 

 No one "owns" the issue, but there are many opportunities to intervene.  
 
Issues to explore further: 
 

 How to reduce trauma of separation? Less incarceration!  If incarceration is unavoidable, allow 
incarcerated person to be housed near family.  Train Correctional Officers to be sensitive to 
family members’ experiences- do not add to traumatization during visits. This is a policy issue 
which can be altered with political will.  

 

 Provide public education or PR to gather public support, investment and sensitivity.  
 

 Attention must be paid to root causes of issue- racism, poverty, neighborhood-wide 
deprivation.  

 

 Public Schools in lowest income neighborhoods are also school most often struggling with 
biggest needs and least resources. This must be considered and is a clear funding need. 

  
 
 


