
Critical Questions for 
Service Providers

01
Is there a caring adult whom the child can talk 
freely to about their incarcerated parent? (i.e. 
with less shame, stigma, secrecy, judgement 
and assumptions). Can I help connect the child 
to such a person?
Some children of prisoners experience the 
arrest, disappearance, or incarceration of their 
parent as traumatic. Some develop antisocial 
or internalizing symptoms after parental 
incarceration. Have I connected the family to 
children’s mental health supports if I suspect 
these concerns?

WHAT FURTHER 
SUPPORTS DOES THIS 
CHILD NEED, IF ANY?

02
Ask yourself "How can I help the caring 
adults in this child’s life to support this 
child, even if the child doesn’t want them 
knowing all the details of their parent’s 
incarceration?"
Ask "Am I work towards transparency and 
agreement with the child about the 
information that is being shared with other 
people and organizations and how it is 
being framed?"
The research tells us that teachers and 
other community caregivers tend to 
unconsciously have lower expectations of 
and perceive lower competence in kids of 
prisoners, especially if they are racialized. 
How might I advocate for this child to be 
supported and best served at school?

HOW CAN I BEST SUPPORT 
THE CARING ADULTS IN THIS 
CHILD'S LIFE TO SUPPORT 
THEM?

03
Am I framing the incarcerated parent in a 
way that neither vilifies them nor ignores the 
harm they may have caused to others?
 Am I talking about the parent and the 
incarceration in a way that supports a child 
to voice love for their parent? To voice anger 
about them? To voice sadness about the 
situation? To voice their worries or 
misunderstandings? To voice their fears 
about their parent’s treatment? To change 
their opinions over time?

AM I TALKING ABOUT 
THE INCARCERATED 

PARENT, TO THE 
CHILD, IN A WAY 
THAT’S HELPFUL?

Children and Youth With Incarcerated Parents

In addition to your normal practice, ask:

Created by E.M. Knudsen, Trent University, in collaboration with OACAS



05 Can I provide tools, advice and advocacy for the
incarcerated person to parent from prison in as 
safe, positive and child-focused a way as 
possible? 
Have I sought to include the incarcerated 
parent in the child welfare process? Can I 
support the incarcerated parent to be involved 
in the child’s schooling, health care and other 
systems that affect the child?

HOW CAN I SUPPORT THE 
INCARCERATED PERSON 
TO BEST PARENT FROM 

PRISON?

06Is the contact (letters, calls, visits, etc.):
legal?
wanted?
in best interest?
possible re: cost?
possible re: transport?
possible re: time?

How can I help to facilitate this contact to
occur? 
How can I support the child before, during, 
and after this contact?

WHAT KIND OF CONTACT
WITH THE INCARCERATED
PARENT WOULD BE IN THE
BEST INTEREST OF THE
CHILD?

04
Have I let the caregiver on the outside
know that stability in caregiving, home
and school is an important protective
factor for children, and encouraged them
to consider this if they’re planning a move
or change? 
Have I encouraged the caregiver to tell the
child the truth about their incarcerated
parent, in developmentally-appropriate
ways?
Have I explored ways I can provide help,
information or advocacy to lower the
financial burden of calls and visits (third
party phone providers)?
Can I provide any financial or in-kind
support to lower the cost of visiting (e.g.
transportation)?
For kids being cared for by kin/kith, have I
explored CCB & OCB, OW Temporary Care
Assistance, Canadian Learning Bond,
Canada Disability Savings Bond, UCB, and
other sources of funding?

HOW CAN I SUPPORT THIS 
FAMILY TO MANAGE THE 

FINANCIAL IMPACTS, 
INSTABILITY, AND COSTS 
THAT MAY BE CAUSED BY 

PARENTAL INCARCERATION?
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