
Information for Schools

Supporting a 
Child with a 
Parent in Prison



Introduction
Children with a parent in prison face a range of
issues that might affect their emotional wellbeing
and educational achievement. Despite this, they
remain a hidden group as parents and carers often 
feel unable to come forward for help. This leaflet
will help you identify and support children with a 
loved-one in prison. 

children experience
having a parent in
prison each year

312,000

children visit a
parent in prison

each week

10,000

Despite evidence that a parent’s imprisonment 
affects a child’s wellbeing, children of prisoners 
often remain hidden. The stigma of imprisonment 
means families may be too afraid to come
forward to ask for help. 

Children’s experiences of having a loved-one 
imprisoned will depend very much on their age, 
their existing relationship with the family member 
and the reactions of the adults around them. 

The kind of help needed by children of prisoners 
may in some ways be like the support needs of 
other children suffering from significant loss or 
trauma. However, there may be extra layers of 
shame associated with having a loved-one in 
prison as well as increased practical difficulties.   

The more the school knows about the situation,
the better placed you will be to help. This booklet
will guide you through some of the key issues that
face children and help you to support them better.



What challenges will children be facing? 
No two situations are the same, but here are some
of the practical things that can happen to children 
when a loved one is sent to prison

•	 Sudden disappearance of a loved one.

•	 Prison visits to the parent which can involve 	
	 long journeys and	difficult procedures. The 	
	 average journey to prison is 50 miles.

•	 Some children don’t visit at all and can only 	
	 speak to their parent on the phone or send 	
	 and receive letters.

•	 Some children are cut off from all contact 	
	 with a parent in prison.

•	 Possible loss of income in the family
	 resulting in food shortages or being unable 	
	 to buy uniform or PE kit.

•	 A disruption of routine – changes in the
	 household may mean that they can no 		
	 longer go to clubs or someone else may 
	 be collecting them from school.

•	 They may have to take on extra caring
	 responsibilities for the remaining parent
	 or younger siblings.

•	 The adults around them may be pre-occupied 	
	 or face mental health difficulties.

•	 Moving in with grandparents or
	 other ‘kinship carers’.

•	 Press coverage – dependent on the
	 seriousness of the crime, there may be 		
	 press and media for the family to deal with.

•	 Hostility from the local community.

•	 Having to move to a new house or change 	
	 schools.

•	 Lack of knowledge – children are not always 	
	 told their parent is in prison. Sometimes 	
	 children are visiting a prison but believe 	
	 they are going to a workplace.

•	 Secrecy - sometimes children are asked to 	
	 keep the fact that their parent is in prison a 	
	 secret from school or even members of their 	
	 own family.  
 
•	 Alienation – other children and even family 	
	 members may pull away 	from the child, 	
	 meaning their normal support networks 	
	 have gone.



How might children be affected?
As we have seen in the section above, children
have a lot to deal with when someone goes to prison.
This section discusses how these events might make
children feel. Of course, all situations are different, 
and feelings will depend on their age, relationship 
with the existing parent and the reactions of the
adults around them.

The sudden removal of a loved-one from the home can lead to feelings
of separation and loss similar to bereavement. However, there is no
closure surrounding their loved-one’s departure, this is sometimes
referred to as ‘ambiguous loss’. This means that the child may not
have the chance to process their feelings properly. 

Children who witness the arrest of a loved-one may experience the 
symptoms of trauma and some families even report symptoms of PTSD 
with children having flashbacks to the event. These may be triggered by 
the appearance of someone in uniform such as a police officer. 

Children may feel ashamed of their 
parent in prison and not want to 
discuss it, leading to them feeling 
isolated and alone. The stigma of 
prison means that others often don’t 
feel comfortable talking about it, 
creating a vicious circle of silence 
around the subject, compounding the
child’s feelings of isolation and shame. 

Children may also feel very anxious about their loved one in prison and 
worry about how they are coping. Children’s perceptions of prison are 
often worse than the reality, and children report worst-case scenarios 
such as imagining their parent in a cage. They may also worry about 
their remaining parent, especially if that parent is suffering emotionally. 

Children sometimes worry that their remaining parent will be taken 
away too, and they may not want to leave their side. This anxiety can 
affect sleep and eating patterns and lead to poor physical as well as 
mental health. 

Some children blame themselves for the loss of their parent, thinking it 
is something they have done that has made them go away. Where there 
has been conflict in the home, children may experience relief that this 
parent is no longer there. These feelings of relief can also lead them to 
feel guilty. 

Because children are not always told the truth, they often feel very
confused about what is going on around them. For example, some
children visiting prison are told they are going to see daddy at work
and are baffled by the uniforms, locks and clear signs indicating that 
they are in a prison. If they feel they are not being told the truth, this
can lead to a loss of trust in the adults around them. 

All of these feelings are exacerbated if there are no adults around that 
the children feel they can talk to. Misconceptions and negative feelings 
are allowed to grow and can result in the kinds of behaviour detailed in 
the next session.



•	 They may be unusually teary and upset.

•	 If the imprisoned parent has been a source of distress, life might be 		
	 easier and the child could seem happier and more settled. 

•	 They may be hypervigilant and constantly looking out for danger. This 	
	 could cause them to be unusually jumpy or nervous.

•	 They may find it difficult to focus or concentrate on schoolwork.

•	 Some children might start getting into fights – perhaps because they 	
	 are defending their parent or younger brothers and sisters.

•	 There may be unexplained absences as children could be visiting 		
	 their parent in prison or helping out at home more.

•	 There may be a change in routine – someone new could be bringing 		
	 them to school.

•	 Some children might not want to come to school – maybe because 		
	 they are anxious about leaving their remaining parent or they could 		
	 be worried about being bullied.

•	 They may be unusually tired.

•	 Some children may show-off about the crime, seeing it as a badge
	 of honour.

•	 Children may be more angry or aggressive than usual.

•	 Children who have witnessed arrest, may develop a fear of police 		
	 officers or people in uniform.

There is, or course, no one pattern of behaviour and so much will depend 
on the child’s home situation and relationship with the existing parent.

What behaviour might you see at school?
 
Children face a wide range of practical and
emotional difficulties. These might manifest
themselves in different ways in the classroom.
These behaviours are of course not exclusive to
prisoners’ children and not all of them will be
negative (particularly if the imprisoned parent
was a source of family conflict). You may also
notice changes in behaviour around key dates
such as visiting times, birthdays or important
festivals. Here are some signs to look out for:



What Can Schools Do? 
Schools can provide a stable and secure environment
for children going through a difficult time. As staff, 
you have a vital role in ensuring the child is supported 
within school and there is a duty to provide prisoners’ 
children with the same opportunities for success as
everyone else. Here are some ideas for supporting them:

Create an open-non-judgmental space
Families are often afraid to come forward for help. 
They are worried about being judged and the 
repercussions this may have for their children. 
They may even be worried about the involvement 
of social services and that their children might be 
taken into care. It’s important that you create an 
open, non-judgemental space where families feel 
able to come forward and speak.

Educate yourself 
Make sure you are aware of the issues facing 
prisoners’ families. Reading this booklet is a good 
start, but also see the resources at the back of this 
leaflet for more information. 

Be open
The secrecy that surrounds imprisonment can be 
a barrier to support. If you haven’t seen mum or 
dad for a while, you could mention this sensitively, 
thereby opening the door for a conversation. 



Be sensitive to key dates
Children going through the criminal justice 
system, experience various ‘flashpoints’ such 
as sentencing dates, Christmas, an approaching
visit, key birthdays and release dates.

Authorised absence
Children should be granted authorised
absence for prison visits.

Telling the truth
Discuss with the parents the pros and cons of 
telling the children about imprisonment and 
ways of doing this. (There are resources to 
help you do this listed at the back of the leaflet).

Whole school approach
All staff, including governors, should be aware of 
the issues and, where appropriate, have training.

Let families know about us
There is a wide range of support for families 
on our website and our family support app. Do 
let them know about us. Having our leaflets 
and posters in your school will send a signal to 
families that you are open for discussion.

Joint working
The family may have a range of related needs 
such as finances, housing and health. Our
outreach workers can help you draw up a
support plan with the family to include other 
agencies where necessary. Some prisons
have family support workers and it may be 
possible to work with them to include the
prisoner where appropriate.

Consider their rights
Children have rights and for prisoners’ children 
these rights are often forgotten, so if you are 
Rights Respecting School consider how their 
rights have been affected by having a parent
in prison.

Share information sensitively
Ask the children who in the school they would 
like to share the information with. They may have 
a favourite teacher or teaching assistant that 
they would like know. 

Listen
Listen actively and be non-judgmental. Don’t 
ask about the crime.

Help the child talk through their feelings
As we have discovered, secrecy, shame and 
silence mean that children may be unable to 
process their feeling properly. There are several 
resources to help you at the back of this leaflet.

Keeping in contact
Help them come up with inventive ways to stay 
in contact. There are ideas at the back of this 
leaflet and our outreach workers can help you 
with this. Where appropriate (and there are no 
safeguarding concerns or contact restrictions) 
discuss keeping the parent in prison informed 
with school reports etc. – they are parents too.

If children arent allowed contact
In some cases where there has been sexual 
offence, children might not be allowed any 
contact at all with the imprisoned parent. 
Please contact us as we will be able to advise 
or signpost you to specialist organisations.



What can Sussex Prisoners’ Families do?
We can work closely with your school and other
agencies supporting the family.

•	 We can provide support to parents and children and young people
	 about understanding how the courts and prison works. We can help
	 them as they navigate through the complexities of the criminal
	 justice system, support them through a criminal trial or advocate
	 with a prison on their behalf, including how to arrange prison visits
	 or communicate with prisons.

•	 Our team can work with children and help them talk about their
	 feelings and share their experience as this can be a way of children
	 building resilience and taking control of their story.

•	 Our team can come along to a school INSET day or provide a one-off
	 hour-long workshop to raise awareness of the impact of imprisonment
	 upon children and families.

•	 You know the children better than we do, so as you support a child,
	 we can talk through things with you, and guide you through
	 questions children may have about the criminal justice system. 

•	 We deliver ‘Hidden Sentence’ training days to explore the impact of 		
	 the criminal justice system on children and families.

•	 We have resources we can share with you to help you talk to children 	
	 and parents/carers.		

Resources

Our supporters 

Please click on this link to take you to the children’s 
resources section of our website for ideas to support 
younger children:
Children’s Resource | Sussex Prisoners’ Families

If the children you are supporting are slightly older, 
there are some resources on our young people’s page, 
please click on this link:
Support For Young People | Sussex Prisoners’ Families

Our Doodlecards provide a great way for parents and 
children to stay in touch and are an activity that you 
can complete with children. They have been specially
designed by acclaimed children’s illustrator Guy 
Parker-Rees and help divided families to share ideas, 
spark memories and dream about the future.
DoodleCards Sussex Prisoners’ Families

Don’t forget you can contact our friendly team on:
info@sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk
01273 499843 

Visit our website www.sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk 
or download our app – search in your usual app store 
or download the QR code here. 
Sussex Prisoners’ Families is a Community Interest Company Limited by
Guarantee. Company number 8631063.
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