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Caring for Children on your own

Family members often need support and guidance to make decisions
about the children in their family. For parents or other extended family
who are bringing up children alone, the pressures are doubled and they
are greater still if you are a parent, carer or other family member trying
to bring up a child or children while their parent is in prison.
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One of the most difficult things to address when someone is
imprisoned is what or whether to tell the children. Whatever you
decide it is important that you talk to the child about what is
happening and don't try to pretend it isn‘t happening.
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Each child is different and you will know the individual personalities

in your family. What works for one child may not be a good idea for
another, and it is always important that you take decisions that suit the
needs of the individual child.

The parent, carer, or other relative, looking after the children is likely to
experience a lot of stress. You could feel lonely and isolated with nobody
to turn to. You may feel overburdened with responsibility, anxious about
money, worried about how much the child will miss their parent, and
worried about visiting the prison. Such worries make it very hard to give
the children the time and attention they need.

Adults play a big part in helping children recognise their feelings (for
example explaining to them that a tight feeling in the tummy could be

anger or anxiety).

Just as the adults have to cope with many changes, children
also have a lot of adjustments and a whole new range of

feelings to manage when a parent goes into prison.
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What to tell the Children

When we asked prisoners’ relatives
to identify the most important
issues they had to face, many said,
‘the children and what to tell
them’.

Parents and other close relatives
may often hide the truth from
children. When they are small we
may encourage children to believe
in fairies and in Father Christmas
— it's only later they learn where
the presents come from. When
relatives pass away some parents
may tell their children that they
are safe in heaven. Some adoptive
parents find it hard to tell their
children that they were adopted
and not birth children.

Children are often told what
we think will protect them
and make them happy and

secure.

Deciding how to tell the children
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that their parent is in prison
and what that actually means
for them, is much tougher.
The children are bound to ask

questions that you will have to
deal with, and it is usually better
to tell them the truth, explaining
it in a way that they will relate to.

It is of course any parent’s right to
decide how and when to tell the
children.

Remember that there is no
guaranteed way to protect
children from finding out
about what has happened in
some other way such as from
school friends, the newspaper,
or social media - e.g. Facebook

or Twitter.

The most important thing is that
you choose a time where you

can give the children all of your
attention and when you won't

be disturbed, to answer their
questions and, where necessary, to
comfort them.

The key question perhaps to

ask yourself is not, ‘Shall | tell
the children?” but “When and
what shall | tell the children?”



Your Situation

What if you were the victim?

If the child/children’s parent
committed a crime against you,
particularly if it was a violent or
sexual nature, you may not want
to talk about it with the child or
children, or want to visit.

If you are the parent, your
children will undoubtedly be
asking where their father or
mother is and if they can see
them, so you will need to think
about what to tell them.

You may want to say something

along the lines of: ‘people can

do bad things, but it does not
make them a bad person’, or

‘your dad has broken the law and
hurt me and is being punished’

or ‘sometimes people lose their
tempers. They can’t control it,
although they should, but they can
still love you'.

Of course if you don’t want to
keep in touch with your partner
that's completely understandable,

but your child may still be able to
visit without you (depending on
whether the parent is seen as a
risk to the child/children) — other
people such as a friend, relative, or
social worker may be able to take

them.

What if you just say
nothing?

(« -W\Qaﬂ were so gotmg and
\Jus+ couldn ‘+ 4ell Hhem

what was happening. )

It can be very tempting to believe
that a child is too young to
understand, or is not aware of
what is/going on. Some parents
believe it's best not to say
anything. But even very small
children will be able to sense
tension or change of atmosphere
at home.

Children who don’t know where
their parent is can get confused, as
they often sense that something
has happened which they don‘t
understand.

Children may think that they
cannot ask questions and then
imagine things, which may be
far worse than the reality!

Providing an explanation

that a young child can
understand may relieve at
least some of the anxiety. Lack
of information, on the other
hand, may make children
insecure and afraid.

There is also the risk they will find

out some other way. However,

if the parent is serving a short
sentence and the child is very
young you may be able to manage
without telling the child/children.

Making up a Story

Though some parents keep up
the pretence that a parent is
working away for a while it is
difficult to maintain this for long,
especially when you want to take
the children with you on a visit.

A small child may accept that the
prison is a hospital or a factory, or
even a hotel — but the older they

get the more difficult this fiction
will be to maintain.

Other children may tell your

child the truth anyway. It will
be more hurtful coming from
them than it would from you,
because you will not be there
to support your child, explain
the situation and help them

come to terms with it.

A woman prisoner said that at first
she was so ashamed of being in
prison that she decided not to tell
her young daughter:

(CAd-ficst | dvied +o pretend
Hhis was ooue@o,\ was at. But
one day my daw hfer said she
wanted Hhe T‘/gor\ during the
visit and | said we weven '+
allowed. So she said, Can' + You
ask Hhe officers? 1'4 o\lmgs

called Hhem feachers and she
looked ru\“tj ashamed of |wH—ir\g
i out and | vealised she knew
Hiis was a prison.

| was amazed how she’ 4 picked
i up - she's or\hj five N




Another mother whose husband is in prison said:

(€ Wien | first visited Robert with Shane, | used 4o +ell Shane
Hhat prison was Daddy's work because i was easier, but |
don ‘+ Hhink Hrat lasted long. Now we.'ve explained i briefly, but
not in detail. We 4old him Haat He Poliomm said Dad was in a
fight and somdaoolg got hurt, so that' s why he's in Hhere. His
best friend at school knows, but | don’ + Hink mand of Hhe oter
kids know, and so far ke’ s nothad any problems. )

And another women recalled what she said to her children:

(€ When i was all on Hre news,
\ used 'l'o van in ‘H\Q/ voom And shwl—
off Hhe TV before Hiey could see
anything. For ages | +old +hem
he was working away. [ was
onlg when Hhe Youngest girl wrote

(€ Wien e, Father was
serfenced, [ 4old e,

children he was sjck and in
hospital in part of Hhe jal
cAuse he couldn’ + stop ,
drinKing. | had +, el Hhom

ke_ was in jail, in case, Hheir
friends said somvl-king. )]

a leHer +o Eather Christmas
o\skir\g Ffor Wim back Hat | felf|
had 4o el Hrem Hre dvuth. The
girls cried, | cried, but in +he end
i was all vight. n

This last woman invented a good cover story, which might work for a
time. But, it really is better if you, as their mother or father, or other
close relative can decide who tells what, when and how, in the best way
possible to help the child feel safe, maintain their trust in adults, and
stay protected. And that means the decision should be made as soon as
possible, even as soon as when the parent is arrested. Most parents feel it
is their responsibility and their right to tell their children eventually.

The hardest thing is when, how

and how much to tell.

Where to start?

A useful starting point is to think
about what a young child already
knows. That Daddy or Mummy
isn‘t at home? That Grandad is
upset? That men in uniforms came
to the house? That people stop
talking when the child comes into
a room? Or maybe they don’t stop,
and the child hears things he or
she cannot quite understand, or
understands all too well.

Adults can be careless about
what they say in the hearing
of children, wrongly assuming
that the children will not
understand and it's all right to
talk.

An older child may have guessed
what has happened, or heard
neighbours talking, or read the
headlines in the papers, found out
about it on the internet, Facebook,
or Twitter or seen something on
the television news — or a friend
may pass on the news. Older

children will need to know some
of the facts to be able to face their
mates and be clear about how to
cope with what their friends know.
Teenagers will certainly know,
even if they pretend they don't -
children also sometimes protect
their parents!

Telling and reassuring
a Child

Children who have witnessed
an arrest need explanations and
comfort to help them deal with
this shocking experience.

Even fairly grown-up children,
well into their teens, may
expect their parents to be all-
powerful and strong against
the world. It can be really
shattering to discover that
outside forces can split their
family, and remove a parent
to some unknown place. Their
home and their community
may suddenly feel unsafe for

them.

The age of the children is of course
important. You might consider

TELLING THE CHILDREN: THE OUTSIDERS
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saying something like this to a very
young child, ‘Your daddy has to be
away for a long time and we’ll miss
him, but we'll visit him when he's
away and he’ll come back one day.’
However, bear in mind that a child’s
understanding of time will be very
different from yours.

A child of three or four is old
enough to pick up information in a
playgroup or by overhearing adults
talking, so it may be necessary for
you to say a bit more and a bit
more urgently.

You could say, ‘You know your
daddy’s away - did you know
that the place where we're
going to see him is called a
prison? That means he can’t
come home for a long time,

but we'll keep visiting him so

he knows we still love him.’

Older children need much more
information, and they will get it
somehow. If you are the one to tell
them, you have some control over
the quality of that information and
you can also have some influence
over its emotional impact.

Most people prefer to hear

painful news from someone

they can trust.
What could be the outcome
of telling the children?

Your children may ask you a lot

of questions about prison, or they
may just accept the information
and not want to raise the matter
again for a while. A child may feel
sorry for the parent in prison, or
critical and angry with their mother
or father for going away. Some
children may even be proud, some
may be embarrassed and some may
be ashamed. Some will be very
upset and you may see changes in
their behaviour, some of which may
be difficult to deal with. This may
happen while they come to terms
with the information and with their
parent’s absence from home.

Once you have told the children,
you may feel greatly relieved to
know that they now know the
truth and you no longer have
to worry about someone else
telling them.

Coping with the situation

Every child and every family, copes in a different way with the fact of
imprisonment. It can be helpful to some adults and children to seek
support from others in the same situation through prisoners’ families
support groups and on-line forums and chat rooms. A list of support
groups is on our website . You could also
think about starting one up yourself. A guide on how to do this is on
our website. Many families have also found support from youth and

community workers, faith groups or other agencies in the community.

It may help you to talk with other
family members who have discussed If you are not sure who to talk
to, the Offenders’ Families
Freephone Helpline 0808 808
2003 is there for

information and support.

serious issues with their children,

to see how they coped with the
situation. If you visit a prison where
there is a staffed Visitors’ Centre or
a staffed Children’s Play Area there —
should be someone there willing to

talk with you.

How will things change for the children?

How will the child feel about their dad or mum going away, maybe for
some years? A child may experience a real sense of loss, missing the
company of the parent who is in prison. This may be most acute when
friends talk about doing things with dad or mum, or when the child is in
trouble with the parent at home.

Whatever the length of sentence their parent is serving, try to give the
child a sense of the future. Encourage them to count days to special
events such as birthdays or the next visit. Older children may like to



keep a diary whereas younger
children may like to tick off the days
on a calendar. Some prisons run
homework clubs or special family
days when children can visit in a
more relaxed environment. Many
prisons also have access to Storybook
Dads or Mums where parents in
prison can record stories on CD to
send out to their children.

The loss of one parent is bound to
change relationships with other
family members. The parent at home
has to take on more responsibility
and may become at times, tired and
irritable. As a result, children may
not get as much attention as when
the other parent was at home, and
may feel sad and alone.

Children may have muddled feelings
about the parent who is in prison
and may even think that in some
way they are to blame.

Children need to know that
they are not to blame.

They may feel guilty, angry,

resentful, let down or ashamed.
These feelings are likely to be

stronger if the trial and sentence
have been reported in the papers, on
social media or on television.

Children’s reactions

Some children may show little sign
of being upset and appear to cope
as if nothing has happened. Others
may be so distressed that they seem
to have different personalities.

A lot depends on the child’s age and
the circumstances surrounding the

arrest.

Some children go back to
displaying behaviour they
outgrew long ago. They may
become clingy and demanding,
crying endlessly, becoming
unsettled at night and wetting
the bed.

All of these kinds of behaviour
show they need attention and

understanding. They may feel
unloved and insecure. Although
you may be feeling awful yourself,
try to spend a little more time doing
things together with the children,
such as talking to them

and reassuring them.
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Here are some examples of how children reacted:

Susan was nu\rlg Haver wihen Hhe polioe, came and +ook her dad AnaY
and she vemembers Hat night. Since Hhen she has become very olingg
and rearful. She screams it ANYone comes info Hie house and won'+ let
her mum out of her sight. She had a very frightening experience at home,
as well as hawving +o cope with |osir\g her dad. She may be worvied Hhat
hex mam will also g0 AnaY, and whether shell ever see dad at home Again.

Rubg is four, and since her mam was
+aken AnaY she is very vestess

at night and often disturbs her

dad with nightmares. He sometimes
fakes her indo his bed 4o vy and
seiHe her and hdp Hhem both

get some slwp. He hopes Hhat in

Hre Pudure she will become move
setHed Again and he is +vijing +o be
veassaring to show he understands

her ﬁdir\gs.

Sean, aged nine, was at home
when his dad was avvested.
He shud Wimself in his voom and
cried For houvs. His behaviour
changed and he became very
withdvann, not wanting +o
+alk +o anjone or |>|Nj with

his friends. He bursts indo
tears every time his dad is
mentoned.

Uustin was 13 when his father was sentenced 4o Hiree Years imprisonment-
He coped rmsono\blg well, visited prison ngub\rlg, and kd(:ul at home with
e Younger childven. Buk when his dad was paroled vecently, Justin was a
changed boy. He vesented his dad s presence in Hhe family, was cheeky and
vude and said he dreaded his dad coming home for good. Justin is finding it
very havd 4o adjust 4o his Aad bring at home and Hhe changes His will bring.
‘H"b nerds He chance 4o 4alk H\Vough his Fuh/\gs and his feavs.

TELLING THE CHILDREN: THE OUTSIDERS 11



Here are some common problems:

Bedwetting

(€ Since his dad's been anay,
Jon has wet Hhe bed every

If a child has been dry at night for
some years and then starts to wet
the bed, it is helpful to try and

find out the cause of their anxiety

night. H-ea's nine ?u\rs old.
hat can | doP )

because this is probably the reason
for the bedwetting. John may be worried about how his dad is coping

in prison, or about difficulties at home that may have made it harder for
John himself to cope, or be struggling at school. Try and talk to him about
what is making him so anxious. When the parent or other close family
member begin to understand the causes, bedwetting should become less
of a problem. If the child is pre-school age, you could contact your local
children’s centre and see if they can offer advice and support. For older
children, you could speak to your GP to see if they can help or if they can
refer you on to another service or agency.

Temper tantrums

Sarah may be reacting to

(€ Sarah is Hree. She used o be such some tension she feels in her
a condented child, but LAMg she

mum since her dad was sent
o\lw\gs vy "'D‘Hﬂ into & Fandvam to prison. But in fact, it may
if she doesn + get her own way. | be nothing to do with this.
don+ Ko winat +o do with her. ! Young children often have
tantrums if they don't get
what they want. If the adults give in to them, they will soon learn that

tantrums work. Adults need to remain calm and in control, even though
they may feel very angry with a child in a tantrum. Don’t be tempted to
let a child’s behaviour make you change your mind. If you have said ‘No

sweets today’, keep to that, regardless of the tantrum.

Sarah’s parent should speak calmly to Sarah and let her know they realise
she’s angry. Sometimes holding a young child firmly in your arms helps
to calm them. If you are in a crowded place, try to remove the child to a
quieter area until the tantrum passes.

Remember that a child in a tantrum is a child who has lost control and
one who needs adults to be able to regain control. Shouting at and
smacking the child don't work and they may just make the tantrum last
longer.

(€ Markis vugjmlous of his new (Mbg is very common in
brother who avvived soon after my husband  [ELEIREIIEELRTEY
went into prison. Mark demands constant a new baby arrives,
atention from me. He was ile—rained

Jealousy like Mark’s

and it is harder for a

before the baby arvived, but |o\-|dg hes
had several accidents. | m finding i

havd 4o cope, %puia\“g with all e prison
visits and so on. | Hhink | might put- him in a
plavigroup every morning so | have a break +o
be with Hhe baby.

lone parent to cope
with, without the
day-to-day support of
a partner. Mark may
think for example,
that the baby takes
up too much of his mum’s time. He needs to be shown that he is still very
important and that he could be involved in helping his mum care for the
baby.

Special time together while the baby is asleep may help, and gradually
Mark should be able to adjust. Once he’s accepted the baby, he will be
able to settle into playgroup better. If he is sent to playgroup before this
happens, he may feel he is being rejected in favour of the baby.



Jealousy can happen at any stage between brothers and sisters or between
children and their parents, though tensions in a family may be more acute
if one parent is in prison. If parents are aware of possible jealousies, they
may be able to adress them before they get out of hand.

Depression

Some children act out their
(€ Pulip is 12, and lately - since wis  IRECIGEEEUCILIETIILEES
mam went 4o prison - he seems +o by becoming aggressive and

have st inferest in wug-l'kir\g. destructive. Others bottle up
He docent even want +o 90

Anwuu | Hhink he's suiouslg
depressed. )

their feelings and withdraw from
everyday activities they used to
enjoy.

Philip may feel very low and may have the idea that since he ‘lost’ his mum
when she went into prison, he has also now lost his dad’s attention and
affection. His dad is probably so taken up with trying to keep the family
together and run the house that he hasn’t had time to sit down and talk
to his son or do other activities together. Talking together or doing a
favourite activity together to encourage communication may help to clear
the air and reassure Philip.

It is important that children have (« )
the opportunity to express and akeis 8. H-e,sms Fo have so

much anger against his dad, the
Poliw and even his feachers. )

discuss their angry feelings.

Jake sounds as if he is angry
against figures of authority, like the police who he probably regards as
taking his father away, and the teachers who are trying to control his

behaviour. He is also angry against his dad, maybe for letting himself get
into this situation, and then leaving Jake at home without a father.

Jake's mum should try to accept his angry feelings and help him use them
constructively. Angry children can often cause adults to be angry too.

Refusing to go to school

(€ Catiyis 0] Years old and she's
o\lwo\gs bern & nexvous child, but
her behaviour since her dad was
avvested is vm“g worvijing me. She 's

Maybe Cathy feels she just
can’t face people at the
moment. She may think
they are all talking about
her, or that they know more

become almost silent af home and
she's vefused +o go +o school for +Hhe .
|ns+f‘¢w Ao\gs She doesn’ + want 4o going on. Her home and her

than she does about what's

|MV® her voom or ser her ‘FVIMAS n own room offer her some

security at present, and she
may have real fears about leaving them to go to school. Cathy needs help
to express her worries before she can face the outside world again.

It's important to find the real cause and try to face it. This may involve
seeing the teacher or head teacher so you can all work together to get
the child to return to school. It is helpful to be understanding but firm,
as your child needs to return to school as soon as possible. The longer
children remain out of school the more difficult it will be to get them to
go back.

It may be worth making teachers aware of the situation, particularly
where it affects teenage children taking exams at the time (though do
ensure that you have the young person’s permission).



Helpful Tips

e Praise, encouragement and
affection are important to
children of all ages, whatever
their family circumstances.
Showing interest in what your
children do at home or at school
will encourage them. Praise will

help them feel more confident.

* Routine is important to children,
particularly if one parent going
to prison has disrupted the
family. Routine helps children
feel secure if they have some
idea of what to expect from day
to day.

e Be consistent, agree some
reasonable rules for behaviour
and keep to them. Children
can bully, persuade, whine or
plead to get their own way.
They may be testing you and if
you are having a bad day, are
worried about your partner, or
close relative in prison or about
money, you may be tempted
to give in. You may also try to
compensate for the absence of
their other parent. Don't give in.

16 TELLING THE CHILDREN: THE OUTSIDERS

Let them know you mean what

you say, firmly but gently.

Take time together. Children
enjoy individual time with a
parent. One expert in children’s
behaviour recommended that
however many children you
have, you should be able to find
five minutes each day to spend
alone with one of them.

Communicate. Children usually
say more if they feel they are
being listened to. Encourage
family chat and discussion

to help you understand one
another’s feelings. This is
particularly important if there
is a special circumstance such as

one parent being absent.

Discipline does not mean being
harsh: it simply means teaching
children how to behave. The
best way to do this is by setting
an example by the way you
behave yourself, and by having
clear rules about behaviour
which children can understand.
Sometimes they will test you to

your limits, often on days when attention is better than none

you feel least able to cope. whatsoever.

With small children, try to
distract them before the
misbehaviour becomes extreme.
Later when the child is calmer,
explain why some behaviour is
dangerous or unacceptable.

Older children should respond
if you link any unacceptable
behaviour to some logical
consequence. For example if

a young person was messing
about and broke a window,
having to pay for a replacement
is an appropriate and logical
consequence.

Do not make threats or promises
unless you are intending to carry
them out. Tempting as they

may be, shouting and smacking
are not successful, as they tend
to make children agitated and
angry, and cause resentment
between parent and child.
Remember however, that from
the child’s perspective, negative

TELLING THE CHILDREN: THE OUTSIDERS 17



Where to get Support and Advice

For information and support you can talk to your local health visitor or
counsellor (you can find out how to do this through your GP surgery) or
you can call these freephone helplines;

e Childline 0800 1111 (only for children)
e Family Lives 0808 800 2222

e Lone Parent Helpline 0808 802 0925 (England & Wales), 0808 801
0323 (Scotland)

e Gingerbread 0808 802 0925

e Offenders’ Families Helpline 0808 808 2003

If you are a family member you can get one copy of each Outsider
booklet free. To order a copy of the books, please contact APF’s offices.
Details on the inside and back cover of this booklet. Free copies are
available for family members: contact our offices or see
www.prisonersfamilies.org.uk.
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Action for Prisoners’ Families’ children’s books
and resources

Depending on the age of your children, you might find APF's accessible
children’s books helpful (they are free to prisoners’ families). We publish
four books and a magazine for older children which aim to help children
to explore their feelings by giving them a story they can relate to:

Danny’s Mum (£3) — aimed at children up to 6 years.

This is the story of Danny, whose mother is sent to prison.
It covers his feelings of loss and confusion. Through talking
to friends at school about his mum, Danny begins to look
forward to her return.

Tommy’s Dad (£3) — aimed at 4-7 year olds, tells the
story of a young boy and his sister, whose father is sent
to prison. It explores their feelings of loss, anger and
frustration at not being told what's going on, until their
mother finally decides to take them to see their dad.

Finding Dad (£4.50) — aimed at 8-11 year olds, tells the
tale of 8-year old James who turns detective to find out
the truth about his dad, who disappears with the police
early one morning.

More information on publications and resources available is on our
website






