
 
 
 

Mentoring Kids with Incarcerated Parents 
 

Presenter, Diana Cloud  (Diane has a MA in Counseling. Her father was put in prison 
when she was 4 for serial rape and remains there today so she has first had knowledge of 
what children with incarcerated parents experience as well as a wealth of knowledge on 
how to handle some of the issues those children face.) 
 
Summary of Key Points 

● The arrest time is often the most traumatizing, but the child’s age, understanding 
of the situation, and the reactions of others, particularly of family members, all 
play a part in the overall impact the experience will have on the child.  

● Children may have different feelings, and sometimes even several feelings at 
once, or one right after the other. Some children might feel sadness, fear, guilt, 
disbelief, anxiety, anger, and/or powerlessness. It is important to help children 
understand and work through their feelings. 

● Children store memories of the trauma (from time of arrest/ feelings of 
abandonment / confusion/ fear etc) in their senses and certain events can trigger 
emotions without warning 

o Significant events stir up more emotions (holidays, birthdays etc) 
● The child is often present during the arrest and just the sight of seeing a parent put 

in handcuffs and taken away or the sound of the cuffs being put on the parent can 
be scaring  

● Often after the arrest, children are left alone with no one to take care of them. 
● For kids, separation from their parents (even for a short period of time) can feel 

like an eternity (kids have trouble with the concept of duration of time) 
● Understand that it’s likely that a child will idealize their parents even though in 

jail. 
o For them (especially boys) it can be like a badge of honor (ie. my dad is in 

prison so that makes me tough) 
o Kids are often proud of their parents and want to love them no matter what 

the circumstances are (its emotional survival). 
o Wanting their parents to escape and come and rescue them is normal 

● It may take kids years to understand the gravity of the situation or what happened. 
(ie. kids can’t even begin to understand the concept of rape until they understand 
what sex is) 



● Children of incarcerated parents often display “pseudo maturity.” They may come 
across as mature and responsible (cognitively sometimes they can be off the 
charts) but may be emotionally fragile. (their brains had to focus on solving 
bigger crises than the emotional developmental task of other kids their age). 

o May think “if I work hard enough I can control everything” but may tend 
to have anxiety issues when they can’t control things or situations. 

o Crying more often than other peers their age is normal  
● Often kids feel like their own future incarceration is inevitable  (as if it was like 

the expectation that someone in the middle class will get married). 
o Concept of “projected identification” 

● Do not let kids fall into a victim mentality ⇒ they will if you let them 
o Teach them that “you can’t control what is happening around you or to 

you, but you can ALWAYS control how you respond” 
o Remind them of their strengths (ie. “remember the strength collage we did 

together. You had a lot of strengths on there that will help you get through 
this challenging time).” 

 
Suggestions for Mentors 

● Encourage dialogue “ie. what was it like for you when your dad was arrested? 
Tell me about your dad. What are your memories of him?” 

o Often there is a culture of shame around the arrest or subject of a parent in 
jail and talking about is taboo. Children, however, often need an outlet to 
discuss how they feel. As a mentor, you can bring them out from under the 
blanket of shame through dialogue. 

● Be a Role Model and help build security and trust 
o Simply being on time and consistent in your appointments can help 

children learn to trust adults.  
● Be accepting and nonjudgmental – kids of incarcerated parents often feel that they 

are “weird” 
o Positive regard and empathy is crucial  
o Just doing normal fun things with them is helpful 
o Investigate their interests; let them be the experts on subjects they know a 

lot about.  Let them teach you!  
● Encourage spirituality.  

o If you are spiritual  - let them know that god can be a father.  At a 
minimum let kids know that there is hope.  

● Allow the student to have control  
o Let them pick what activities they want to do the following week – and 

then follow through. That will show them that adults can mean what they 
say. (If you are creative - decorate a shoebox and have them write down 
activity suggestions and let them pull out an activity each week and stick 
with that activity). 

● Strengthen their sense of self and self-esteem  
o Help them build on their strengths ⇒ make a strength collage. 



o Have them cut out pictures in magazines of their strength and glue pictures 
in a collage or just help them write a list. 

● Help them express and process feelings in a productive way  
o Play therapy can be an important tool ⇒ kids often find that playing with 

play doh can be stress releasing.  
o Balloon Game 

▪ Give your student a balloon and ask them to think about what 
makes them mad.  Then ask them to blow those emotions into the 
balloon.  Once the balloon is blown up- say “see all of that anger 
you have, let's come up with ways to help you get rid of that 
anger.” Ask them to help come up with suggestions (ie. run in 
place and then evaluate their options). 

 
● Help them develop coping skills (the part of the brain that processes fear for 

children who have had to deal with traumatic things in the past is over reactive – 
you can help them stop and process their thoughts before they react). 

o Hand Tracing Game 
▪ Give your student a piece of paper and a pencil and ask them to 

trace their hand. Then ask them to write in the middle of their hand 
an issue they are dealing with and help them articulate that issue in 
a short sentence (ie. they are being bullied in school or that they 
are not sure if they want to visit their parent in prison). Then ask 
them to come up with five possible solutions – one for each finger 
(ie. they could fight the bully) and then help them evaluate the pros 
and cons of each possible solution.  

▪ This game teaches them to stop and process; it helps interrupt their 
usual anxious over reactive process.  

 


