
A guide to help children and young people understand
what life is like for a loved-one in prison.
This book is intended to be used for adults and young people to look at together in case any questions arise.





We know that prison can seem scary and 
confusing for children and young people. 
As parents, we sometimes struggle with 
telling the truth about prison because we 
want to protect our children. We pretend 
everything is fine or just don’t discuss it 
at all. Some parents choose to tell their 
children they are away at work. 
However, we know that children like to be told the 
truth. Some young people have told us that because 
their parents didn’t tell them about prison, they
imagined something really scary – like the things 
you see in films. This booklet is designed to be read 
with an adult nearby in case they have any concerns 
or questions.

We are so grateful to our funders 
Enjoolata and to Andy Aitchison 
for donating the photos. 

The explanations in this book are 
broadly true for men’s prisons in 
England and Wales. However,
prisons do vary a little in the way 
they are run so there may be 
some differences. Covid-19 has 
also affected the day to day running 
of prisons.
  



Arrival



When you arrive at a prison, you get prison issue clothes (they are 
called greys).

You can change these clothes once
a week including towels and bedding. 
We often hand wash our underwear
in our sinks and put on the heating 
pipes to dry.

We are searched, given a health 
check, basic English and maths test, 
gym induction and the opportunity to
go to religious meetings (once a week).

It can be scary and takes a few 
weeks to feel settled into the routine. 

The prison clothing consists of:
• Tracksuits  • Vests  • 2 x t-shirts  • Socks  • Boxers  • Towels  • Sheets  • Knitted blankets



Our cells are usually  7 x 10 feet.
Sometimes we have to share with another 
prisoner, often who we don’t know. So 
we have to learn to get along with people.

In the cell, we have one small wardrobe, 
one small table, one wooden chair
and a narrow bed (6 feet by 2 feet –
so if you are more than six foot your 
feet stick out of the bottom). We have
a TV and sometimes a kettle. We have 
to pay for the TV out of our weekly 
allowance (we call this our spends).

All the cells have observation panels
(spy holes) so that the officers can 
check on you at any time. This is to 
check on our safety and to see that
we are behaving ourselves. This 
means we have no privacy. Most
cells have toilets and sinks. 

We are allowed to decorate our cells and 
use toothpaste to stick up photographs.
Being sent photos of our loved ones is
so important to us. 



Cells



Meals



Breakfast is delivered to
our cells the night before 
and sometimes we eat it 
before the morning!

Twice a day we have to queue at the 
servery for our meals. This is a bit like 
the serving hatch you might have at 
school or college. The food is very basic 
and most of us don’t like it very much.

If you are in a lower security prison you can get ‘veg packs’ to make your 
own food with. You can buy extra food for yourself from the ‘canteen’ once
a week such as tuna, biscuits and pasta.

We get things like pie and mash, chicken legs, wedges and soup. 



People of all different religions can
come in here to pray and get support.

The chaplains are religious people who work in the
multi-faith centre, but they can also come to our cells 
to see us. They are very helpful and are available to talk 
to if we feel down. They also can help us contact family 
members if one or our loved ones is unwell.  

We can also have religious 
books to read in our cells.



Multi-faith Centre



Exercise



Everyone is allowed to get exercise. 

It is really important to try and stay 
healthy and fit as we can spend a 
long time locked in our cells.

We get gym sessions at least once
a week but can walk around the
exercise yard every day for an hour.   

Taking some exercise
is important for our
wellbeing and helping
us to stay focussed.



The library has lots of different books to 
read and we can also order books that 
the library might not have.

Libraries can also run groups like ‘The Book Club’ or
‘Debate Groups’ and ‘Meet the Author’ events. The library 
is a nice, calming place to be.   

The library also runs
‘Storybook Dads’ where 
we can read stories for 
our children and send 
them a CD so they can 
hear our voices. 



Library



Contact



As well as visits, we can write letters 
and phone people (as long as we have 
enough phone credit). 

The prison pays for one free letter a week but we can 
buy stamps and have them sent in if we want to send 
out extra letters. We can add money to our phone credit 
once a week (if we have any). 

Many prisons now have phones in their cells but in others, 
the phones are shared with other prisoners and we may 
have to queue up to use them.

Phone calls are expensive so every minute we spend 
on them is precious. It is so important for us to stay in 
contact with our family and friends.    

Letters and phone calls 
are important as we can 
let people know that we 
are OK and find out how 
everyone outside is doing. 



Canteen is like a tuck-shop for prisoners.

We can buy toiletries and treats for ourselves if we have 
enough money. We get money from working or by families 
and friends sending us money in. 

If you break the rules, you may have to go without canteen 
for a while.     

We can buy things like 
tins of tuna, toothpaste, 
chocolate and tea and
coffee to keep in our cells. 



Canteen



Work



There are lots of different 
jobs for us to do.
This helps to pass the time and also 
means that we get paid wages. Most 
people get paid around £10 per week. 

The jobs inside prison include: working 
in the kitchens, laundry, chapel, gym, 
education or welding. Some of the jobs 
benefit the wider community. The work 
can be boring but it means we get to 
spend more time out of our cells, earn 
more money and learn skills.     

We can use our wages 
to buy phone credit and 
items from the canteen.



Visits are the most amazing and special 
time in prison. This is when we get to 
see the people we love the most.

We can talk, play and have something to eat together. 

The visits hall is one big hall with lots of tables. Usually
the person you are visiting will be sitting at the table already 
when you arrive. There is a canteen where you can buy 
snacks and drinks. Visits usually last around 1.5 hours 
though this varies from prison to prison. 

Lots of prisons have play areas for kids to go into. Sometimes 
dads can go in them too. In some prisons, kids are allowed 
to bring toys and games back to the table. 

Some people choose not to visit prison or aren’t able to. 
It doesn’t work for everyone and there are usually other 
ways of staying in touch.     



Visits



Searching



Everyone who visits a 
prison gets searched
by trained officers.

There is also a specially trained search dog. The dogs 
are gentle but are trained to sniff out if people are bringing 
in things they shouldn’t such as drugs or mobile phones. 

It usually takes about 40 minutes to search and check
paperwork before you allowed in the visits hall.

Searching keeps us safe 
and it is not something to 
be scared of.



Many prisons hold family days We get to spend a longer time with 
our families and there are loads of 
activities such as games, face-painting, 
quizzes, treasure hunts and sometimes 
pettings animals come to visit the
prison. Not all prisons have family days.

Although we have great fun at family 
days, we can often feel a little down
for the next few days as we miss our 
kids so much. 

Family days are available 
for prisioners who have 
abided by the rules.



Family Days



Support



Prison is like a community and it is important that we support
each other. We can always get help and we can train to help others.
Some of the roles we do to help each other are:
LISTENERS who listen to our problems.
INSIDERS who help us with things in the prison.
MEDIATORS who help to solve problems between different people.

One of the officers is assigned as our ‘key worker’ and we can tell them if we have any problems. 

There are also specialist substance misuse teams who can help us if we have addiction problems.

We can also speak to 
people who deal with our 
mental health and get 
help from family services. 



In prison, we can learn new 
skills that will help us when 
we are released. These skills 
may help us get a new job or 
help us to be better parents.
Everyone has to do a maths and 
English test when we first arrive
at prison and, if we need to, we
will need to get those qualifications 
as they are so important to getting
work when we come out.

Training can help us to feel better about
ourselves and make our families proud.



Education & Training



Behaviour in prison



We all need to behave in a way that keeps 
ourselves, other prisoners and staff safe.

If we are respectful and stick to the rules, we are able to get 
extra privileges such as family days and extra phone credit. 
If we break the rules, these privileges might be taken away 
and we may even have to go to a cell on our own for a time.

If we are serving a long sentence and we follow all the 
rules, we should eventually be allowed to go to a ‘Category 
D’ prison. This gives us much more freedom and helps us 
to prepare for release by allowing us out to work and to go 
home to see our families.



As you will see, it is not glamorous or 
exciting - mostly it’s boring and difficult 
but we are doing our best to change our 
behaviour so we don’t come back again. 
We are looking forward to the day that 
we can be reunited with our families.

We are looking forward 
to the day that we can be 
reunited with our families.



Leaving



Sussex Prisoners’ Families    01273 499843    info@sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk
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Sussex Prisoners’ Families is a not-for-profit organisation 
that supports families with a loved-one facing arrest, court or 
prison. Find out more about our work here
www.sussexprisonersfamilies.org.uk
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The family visits in this book were organised by Pact at HMP Brixton. The prisoner receiving an award had 
taken part in Pact’s family engagement course.

If you do have any questions about the issues in this booklet you can contact us (see below).


