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’We all went to Prison’: The
Distress of Prisoners’ Children
Valerie Pope
Educational Therapist, Child Guidance Clinic, Chelmsford
The pain and problems of children with a parent in prison is
conveniently avoided and forgotten, unless they become
particularly disturbed. Using two children’s experience as
indicative of widespread need, the author challenges the penal
system to take their need seriously and provide humane and
sensitive resources to minimize damage.

Little has been written specifically on

prisoners’ families and even less on the children
of prisoners. Thus, the Nottingham Prisoners’
Families Project in the early 1970’s did not

produce the anticipated information on

prisoners’ children, because, it seems, unless a
parent declares that a child has a problem, the
child is assumed to be coping. Leonard Davisl
has suggested that the dearth of public
information about the children of prisoners is not
accidental, but both convenient and necessary,
because those who uphold the prevailing legal
and penal ideology can not afford to consider
what happens to prisoners’ children. Any
recognition of a problem would strike at the very
notions and core of ’justice’, ’innocence’ and
’guilt’ upon which our penal ideology is founded.
The concept of individual punishment for
individual law breaking collapses as children
become caught up in ’the web of punishment’.

In family conflict, it is not always easy to pick
the victim - except the children, who are always
the victims. This seemed to apply to the two
children from separate families with whom I
have been involved in educational therapy
sessions. Their responses to their fathers’ being
in prison may help to draw some attention to the
important needs of children of prisoners.

BEN
Ben was a 6 year old, referred because of

withdrawn behaviour at school, plus a failure to
make any academic progress. He was unable to
write his name and was a non-reader. Ben spoke
very little at school and teachers were unable to
motivate him in any activity. Socially, he was
accepted by his peers and involved in playground

groups, but otherwise sat morosely in class.
Before his father was sentenced to 5 years’
imprisonment for armed robbery, Ben had
enjoyed a good relationship with him. Ben had
been devastated by his father’s sudden

disappearance from the home and his life. His
mother decided not to tell the children that their
father was in prison and had fabricated a story
that he was working in a school a long way from
home.

Knowing the Truth
Research by Morris2 indicated that 40 % of

children with an imprisoned parent do not know
their father is in prison, or, at least, have not been
officially told. In reality, children often sense the
truth and then have to face the mother’s fake

explanation, which can be seen as another

personal rejection. The child is forced to accept
mother’s duplicity and has no outlet for

expressing shared grief and frustration. Ben’s
mother had requested at referral that he should
not be informed directly of his father’s true
whereabouts, but realised that this situation
would change as we progressed in therapy
sessions.

At the first session, Ben played with the ’Bendy
Families’ in the sand. He selected all the children
and buried them in one comer of the sand tray. he
then collected all the male figures and buried
these, head first, in the sand, commenting to me,
’I’m going to bury him in the sand.’ He turned
and said, ’My daddy’s a long way away, but not
that far away.’ He continued with this pattern of
sand play for several weeks and, at the fourth
session, he chuckled to himself as he placed the
figures head first in the sand. He began to talk
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about the family pet dog which had been ’lent’ to
some other people whilst daddy was away. Ben
said that he missed the dog a lot and wished that
it could come back home.

Few children are likely to escape the
experience untouched and emotionally
undamaged, even if they remain

superficially unaffected.
Ben’s drawmgs and paintings of his family in

these first weeks were bleak, bare and very
immature. The figures had matchstick limbs and
were completely coloured in black, mcludmg the
large dog. In subsequent sessions, he frequently
chose to paint and often portrayed himself and his
favourite elder sister together in a garden,
without flowers, grass or trees; or else he

portrayed them together in the rain. At one

session, Ben found a little wooden figure that
another child had made from a small Cuisinere
rod. Ben asked, ’Is this a policeman?’ and for a
time he talked of naughty people and naughty
policemen.

Several weeks later, it was necessary for me to
be firm against something he wanted to do (for his
own safety) and Ben flew into a temper. He
screamed and cried and hit me frantically. For a
time, he was inconsolable and afterwards lay
with his head on the table, sobbing loudly.
Eventually, he allowed me to touch and comfort
him as he sobbed, ’I want my mummy to read to
me and I want my daddy to come home.’ I spoke
to his mother who agreed she now had little time
to read to the children and the child had missed
this time together. This links with research

indicating that for the child whose father is in
prison, his mother’s ’quality of caring’
deteriorates despite enormous efforts on her part,
and it is a double deprivation which the child
suffers.

The Stress of Visits
During our sessions, whenever Ben spoke of

his daddy, we would talk about things they had
previously done together. At this time, Ben was
seemg his father every three weeks and would
talk about the journey to and from ’the school
where daddy works’. The prison visits were a
great trial to this family. Mother would take the
three children and a young baby on the journey of
100 miles. She related how she would set off full
of hope, with the children all spruced up and
excited, but by the time they arrived at the prison,

they were tired and grubby and miserable. The
visit was already almost doomed. Add to this the
conditions at the prison; the lack of privacy,
many families and fractious children all crowded
into one room, and it is possible to see that it was
unlikely to be emotionally satisfying for anyone,
especially a child. For an ’Open’ Visit, Ben
would see his father sitting at a table, surrounded
by bleak walls, locked doors, black uniformed
staff and jangling keys. One can imagine the
tenseness of such a situation and how the needs of
each member of a family will not and cannot be
met.

Ben’s whole demeanour was as if he
were confessing wrongdoing of his
own in talking about his imprisoned
father. The child has to face the bruising
reality that his father is socially outcast
and considered in need of punishment.

It is important that children do visit their

imprisoned parents and, where toys have been
provided (eg. Maidstone Prison’s ’Rainbow

Club’), there is evidence that stress is reduced all
round. The mother is able to talk uninterruptedly
with the child’s father and he sees a happy child
rather than a whining, demanding child. It has
been said that families of prisoners are the hidden
victims of crime. One can imagine the child’s
confused feelings, seeing his father apparently
healthy and in ’not too bad’ conditions. The
enforced separation causes significant pain and
the child is left lonely and emotionally unsatisfied
after a visit.

After such a visit, Ben said ’My daddy’s in
prison or somewhere, I think; I think he is’, and
looked at me for confirmation.

Father’s Loss of Interest
Ben’s mother was surprised at the child’s

knowledge and disclosure and discussed this with
his father on their next visit. To her dismay, the
father refused to take any responsibility and said
it was up to her to help the child to come to terms
with the situation. Research indicates such a

tendency for prisoners to withdraw their interest
in the outside world. It is as if, because the father
has no real power, imprisonment destroys or
damages the paternal image for both the father
and the child. Families commented that their

relationships were adversely affected by
prisoners’ growing loss of interest in outside
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matters over which they had no control and by
their increasing emotional inaccessibility. For
wives, the prisoners’ retreat often seems to

provide the impetus for both emotional and
marital disengagement.
Although this emotional distancing is a normal

response, it is very difficult for a child to

understand this. Ben’s mother saw her husband’s s

response to the child’s suffering as a rejection of
herself also and was brutally aware that she had
been unrealistically expecting support from her
incarcerated husband. She had been dealing
alone with crises for several months. The baby in
the family suffered from a digestive problem and
had been admitted to hospital on several
occasions. She had been horrified to experience
at first hand the stigma that is attached to

prisoners’ families. By chance, on the baby’s
case record she had seen ’Problem Family’
although there had previously never been any
trouble with this family. Ben’s mother began to
seek emotional distance from her husband, in an
effort, perhaps, to lessen her personal sense of
degradiation. She began to cut down on visits,
and this cooling off had its effect on Ben. He felt
acutely the deterioration of contact with his father
but was unable to share this with his mother. The
stress eventually presented itself as Ben’s mother
became depressed and physically ill. The

asthma, which had not bothered her for many
years, flared up again and caused distress for
herself and the children in the home.

’All a Secret’
Ben continued to use his therapy sessions to

play and talk as he needed and chose. After many
months of sharing some of lus feelings of distress
at the situation he was in, he became very tearful
one day. In response to my offer of support, he
unhappily shook his head and declared that he
couldn’t talk about it because ’It is all a secret
where my daddy is’. This despite many sessions
talking of just this. Ben’s whole demeanour was
as ifhe were confessing wrongdoing of his own in
talking about his imprisoned father. The child has
to face the bruising reality that his father is

socially outcast and considered in need of

punishment. It can be seen that this needs

acceptance of a completely new definition of
’daddy’ for the child. With Ben’s agreement, we
were able to share with his mother his confusion
about ’the secret’ of his father’s imprisonment.
She was able to acknowledge her child’s need to

be able to talk openly about his ‘lost’ parent m the
same way that he would if his father had died.
One year on into therapy sessions, Ben is

coming to terms with his loss and, at school, is
making slow but steady progress with his reading
and writing skills. The teachers report that he is
happier and more outgoing at school. However,
Ben will continue to need support in the future
months and perhaps years.

KAREN
Karen is twelve and eighteen months ago her

father was convicted of attempted murder of a
seven year old local girl. Because of the police
involvement, Karen was aware from the first that
her father was implicated m this crime. She was
old enough to read the sexually explicit
newspaper reports but not to understand them
properly. Before this incident, Karen had had a
good relationship with her father. They shared
his hobby of breeding guinea pigs and Karen
enjoyed his company. On the day of his attack on
the child, he had been collectmg food from the
fields for the guinea pigs. Karen has expressed
feelmgs of guilt because her father had

complained that day of a bad headache and of
wanting the four children to be quiet. Karen feels
it is her fault for not keeping her brothers and
sister quiet; that her father went to the fields for
’ some peace’ and subsequently met and assaulted
the little girl on an impulse.

Denial and Depression
Karen has found great difficulty in acceptmg

that her father should have done such an awful

thing to a child. She oscillates between complete
denial that he was involved to a terrible relief that
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it was not herself who was hurt. She alternatively
blames and hates the victim. She expresses great
sympathy for the injuries the other child suffered
at the hands of her father.
Karen was referred to the clinic for mght

enuresis and depression. She had, in fact, asked
her mother if she could come and see someone at
the climc ’to talk’ m the same way that she saw her
mother’s appointments with the social worker.
Karen had previously been a client when 5/6
years old for a bedwetting problem and failing to
make progress at school.

Community Hostility
Karen began our first session by telling me that

her dad was in pnson but would soon be home.
She did not elaborate on the crime or the length of
his sentence. She chose to paint and drew a small,
solitary figure on a background of dark blue
paint, completely covering every part of the

paper. She expressed the wish that she had a
million pounds and could get her dad back. At
subsequent sessions, Karen talked constantly of
her feelings of guilt, unhappmess and anger at the
catastrophe that had happened to her family. At
school, she still suffers from the stigma of her
father’s imprisonment and especially because of
the type of crime he committed. The local
children are aware from the press reports of the
unpleasant details of the attack. A year later,
Karen is still needing to defend her father’s name
at school against verbal and physical abuse from
the other children, i.e. ’Your dad’s mad’ and
’Your dad’s a murderer’.
The adult neighbours are openly hostile to the

family and insult the children if they play outside.

There have been several minor incidents, such as
milk tops removed from the family milk on the
doorstep and rubbish thrown m their garden.
Karen feels the injustice of the treatment her
family receive but is unable to satisfactorily deal
with her anger. She has grown bitter towards
adults and particularly towards the family of the
victim. She vividly relives recurring dreams she
has where a man kills her mother and her sister
and brothers. She says she is unable to sleep
because everywhere and everyone is covered in
blood. Karen now has a fear of all men and feels

they cannot be trusted. She has even asked me to
check on the taxi driver who brings her for her
therapy sessions. She has a sedative for nights but
still regularly experiences these bad dreams.

Rejection and Dejection
Karen writes to her father who mainly sends

drawmgs back to her. Because of the nature of his
offence, he is apart from other prisoners and has
one cell mate. Karen describes the monthly
prison visits as both nice and horrible. Visits are
nice because mother takes the children into a

Wimpey Bar on the way to the prison. However,
visits are horrible because her father ’just sits on
a chair, looking miserable, all dressed in black
with HMP on his pocket’ (Picture 2). Karen
resents sharing the visit with the rest of the

family, which sometimes also includes her
father’s own parents. She complains that her
mother monopolises him and ’all he wants to do
is hold her hand and talk to her’ and Karen is

obviously jealous and feeling rejected. The child
does not find the prison visits emotionally
satisfying. Her descnption of the homeward,
depressing journey indicates that neither does the
rest of the family.
Karen’s mother is an unhappy and bitter

women who spends a lot of time shut away in her
bedroom. At times, she is very harsh to Karen
about her bedwetting, yet at other times she uses
Karen to replace her husband as a support. She
pours out her worries to the child, who is too
emotionally immature to cope or offer realistic
solutions. There is little or no talk in the family
about the crune or about father now he is in

prison. Karen says her mother gets cross if she
mentions him, so she tries not to, but this

obviously brings its own tensions. Karen was
recently terrified when her mother went into
hospital for an operation as she had been told by
her mother that if she died in hospital, the
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children would all be taken into different foster
homes. During this period, Karen wrote a play
about a family ’going into Care’. She took
meticulous care to work out exactly how old each
child character would be when they were

reunited with her parents several years later and
related this to her future hope of her father’s
release, as he is now appealing against the
sentence.

Karen is beginning apparently to accept the
situation a little more and is again doing well at
school. Her bedwetting continues but is less

regular. However, her fear of men remains and
the bad dreams still recur. Karen will probably
continue to need the support of the clinic for some
time yet.

The Extent of Need
From this outline of some of the experiences of

Ben and Karen, it can be seen that imprisonment
as a form of father loss is a real problem for
children. I would suggest that this is possibly so
for most children who had a satisfactory
relationship with their father before his

imprisonment. Society has obligations not only
to administer justice but also to protect the
innocent from being unnecessarily pumshed. It is
important that more systematic information
should be collected and made available about the
children of prisoners regarding the implications

of having a ’father in prison’. There is, however,
sufficient data already available for us to realise
that few children are likely to escape the

experience untouched and emotionally
undamaged, even if they remain superficially
unaffected.

It is particularly important that special
attention be given to the psychological needs of
the children in a family as soon as the case is
brought to Court. These children need help and
understanding, not only at school and at home,
but especially in the facilities provided for prison
visits. Where children are involved, unlm-iited
visiting should be a first priority, with assistance
given regarding transport and cost. For if, by
imprisonment, the man is relieved of his family
responsibilities by incarceration, it is unfair to

expect the woman and children outside to

shoulder extra responsibilities and worries for a
crime they have not committed.
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