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Is prison visiting good for the 
child of a prisoner? Is it good for 
the parent in prison? Is it good for 
the family? 

There is no one right answer for 
every situation or family. But 
there are many families and 
children that can benefit from 
maintaining family ties through 
the crises of incarceration. 

Can contact with a parent in 
prison benefit children? 

Each family situation is different. 
The potential benefit to children 
depends greatly on how much 
support they receive. There are 
many adults who are important in 
the lives of children of prisoners. 
Children can benefit when adults 
help with letter writing and phone 
calls. They can also benefit when 
these adults participate in 
preparing for and conducting 
visits. 

Potential Benefits to 
Children 

• Correcting frightening 
images 

What the child imagines about the 
incarcerated parent's condition and 
circumstances is likely to be much 
worse and more frightening than 
the reality. As depressing as a 
prison visiting room may be, it is 
far better that what many children 
imagine. 

• Talking face to face 

Parents in prison can talk with 
their children about their crime 
and life behind bars in ways that 
can decrease the child's guilt and 
feelings of responsibility. Parents 
in prison can help their children 
feel worthy and lovable. 

• Learning you are not 
alone 

Seeing other children and families 
at prison visits helps families 
know their situation is not unique. 
There are people who understand. 

• Preparing for release 

Maintaining contact through 
visits, phone and mail is also 
important to prepare the 
incarcerated parent to be re-united 
with the family upon release. 
Without contact, the child may 
experience the parent's return as 
an intrusion. The child may be 
confused when the newly released 
parent brings a change in 
parenting style and rules to an 
established routine in the family. 
This can be true whether or not 
the parent will live with the child. 

• Preventing termination 
of parental rights 

For children placed in foster care 
because of parental incarceration, 
visits are important to avoid 
permanent placement. These visits 
assure children that their parents 
have not voluntarily abandoned 
them to strangers. In the lives of 
foster children, ongoing visiting 
creates continuity. Also, courts 
may be less inclined to terminate 
the rights of a parent who, while 
incarcerated, worked to provide 
parental support. 
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• Healing grief and loss 

The pain of separation can 
overwhelm children in foster care 
and other children of prisoners. 
Maintaining the relationship 
between the child and the parent 
in prison is important to the 
child's adjustment and healing. 

Can contact with family 
members behind bars 
benefit families? 

Families can benefit from 
bridging the gap between jail and 
community. Families are complex 
systems. The absence of a part of 
the system has a powerful impact 
on its functioning. Family 
members in prison can be a 
vibrant part of the family if 
communication exists. 

While prison limits the activities 
that a family member can 
perform, a prisoner can still fill an 
important role in family life as 
mother, father, spouse, partner, or 
sibling. 

But families can only benefit 
from their relationship with an 
incarcerated member when and if 
they stay in communication. 

Can contact with families 
benefit prisoners? 

The family is probably this 
country's most valuable weapon 
in fighting crime. Prisoners who 
receive visitors, maintain family 
ties, and are released to a stable 
home environment are more 
likely to succeed in leading 
productive, crime-free lives. 

What the child 
imagines about the 
incarcerated parent's 
condition and 
circumstances is likely 
to be much worse and 
more frightening than 
the reality. As 
depressing as a prison 
visiting room may be, it 
is far better than what 
many children 
imagine. 

Prison inmates clearly benefit 
from family efforts to stay in 
touch. Families can provide an 
incentive for prisoners to grow, 
learn and change. Families can 
help prisoners stay in touch with 
what's going on in the world, 
easing their transition back to 
society. Some parole authorities 
see strong family ties as an 
indicator that a prisoner is better 
prepared for release. 

Many parents in prison can 
contribute positively to a child's 
upbringing. Prisoners who have 
failed as citizens can succeed as 
parents. Prison can be an 
opportunity to become a better 
parent-more caring, concerned 
and informed. 

Prison may not be the best place 
to improve one's parenting, but it 
has been done. Around the 
country, there is growing interest 
in starting and expanding 
programs to help prisoners learn 
the skills of parenting. The 
Directory of Programs at 
www.fcnetwork.org lists many 
examples. 
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There are several ways children 
can benefit from visits to their 
parents in prison. 

There are many reasons for 
families separated by arrest and 
imprisonment to keep in touch. 
There are also many reasons that 
doing so is difficult. 

Children of Prisoners Library 
pamphlets are designed to make 
the process a little easier. For 
more ideas on maintaining 
relationships, see CPL pamphlets 
103, 105 and 107 and 201 -204. 
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By Ann Adalist-Estrin 

Adapted from How Can I Help?, 
published by the Osborne 
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Communication is the 
Source of Relationships. 

Communication produces, 
sustains and empowers 
relationships. For children whose 
parents are incarcerated, 
communication with the parent in 
prison is essential. Without 
communication, their adjustment 
and long term well being may be 
compromised. But opportunities 
for communication between 
children and their incarcerated 
parents are limited. These 
communications are carefully 
defined and rigorously controlled, 
both by the prison and by the 
children's adult caregivers. 

For many children, the prison visit 
may be the first time their parents 
have really taken the time to talk 
to them, to share their thoughts 
and feelings, to listen to them, to 
spend time with them. Even when 
contact is limited to letters and 

For many children, the 
prison visit may be the 
first time their parents 
have really taken the 
time to talk to them, to 
share their thoughts 
and feelings, to listen 
to them, to spend time 
with them. 

phone calls, children can be 
greatly sustained by a parent's 
encouragement, support, and 
listening ear. This is difficult at 
best-but meaningful 
communication between children 
and their prisoner parents is 
possible. 

Conversations Parents and 
Children Can Have 

Some of the questions children 
have are discussed in CPL 103, 
Conversations: Questions 
Children Ask. These questions 
usually arise around the time a 
parent is incarcerated. Over the 
months or years of an 
incarceration, and even after a 
parent is released, children will 

continue to ask questions. These 
questions and their answers are 
part of an ongoing relationship 
between a child and her/his 
incarcerated parent. This 
relationship will require and thrive 
on many kinds of communication. 

Communicating by Mail 

Letters are a valuable tool for 
communication between children 
and their prisoner parents. Letters 
to and from children can provide 
an opportunity to share feelings 
without fear of judgment or 
shame. Some children can better 
express their anger and hurt in 
writing and drawing-dearing the 
way for a closer relationship in the 
future. 

Some incarcerated parents can 
better express their affection and 
remorse in a letter without the 
embarrassment they may feel in a 
personal conversation. Saving the 
letters from an ongoing 
correspondence can be like 
keeping a journal. Re-reading a 
parent's letters over time can give 
a child a tangible experience of a 
growing relationship. 
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To communicate with a parent by 
mail, children may need help. 
Most children have difficulty 
writing letters. For children of 
prisoners letter writing is often 
complicated by an array of 
obstacles. These obstacles include 
prison regulations and caregivers 
who may not want to stay 
connected to the inmate parent. 
Also, children's feelings of 
sadness, abandonment and rage 
are very difficult to put into 
words. However, when adults 
work together they can help 
children cope with these 
obstacles. 

How Caregivers Can Help 
with Mail 

Talk with children often about 
things they wish they could tell 
their parent. Make a running list 
of these things that can be put in a 
letter to Mom or Dad. 

Plan for holidays and special 
occasions. Most gifts are not 
allowed to be sent into a prison or 
jail. Find out what is allowed and 
use this list to help children 
choose items for birthdays or 
holidays. 

Talk about other types of gifts 
that can be sent, such as a 
photograph of the child in a hand 
made paper frame. 

When children make gifts at 
school such as clay pots and 
wooden items, encourage them to 
take a picture of the item. They 
can send the picture to Mom or 
Dad or keep a "treasure box" of 
these gifts to give to their parent 
upon release. 

Other good items to help the child 
send are greeting cards 
(homemade or store bought), 

Children are usually 
allowed to send 
photographs. Even if 
the coil pot or key 
chain that a child 
makes in art class or 
wood shop cannot be 
sent, a drawing or 
photo of it probably 
can be. Art works and 
accomplishments can 
be photographed for 
the absent parent. 

school tests and copies of report 
cards, diplomas and awards. 

Send school papers to parents. 
Most children and their parents 
have an easier time with school 
work that received a good grade, 
but encourage children to send 
their less than perfect work as 
well. Some incarcerated parents 
feel more connected to their 
children when they see papers and 
tests that children need help with, 
especially when they can write 
back with ideas and questions. 

For children who cannot write, an 
adult can "take dictation" and 
write the children's message for 
them. 

A stack of stamped envelopes, 
already addressed to the parent, 
can help children send messages 
or drawings whenever they like. 
But don't address too many, most 
prisoners are moved often during 
their incarceration. 

Many children may need 
prompting from caregivers to 
keep in touch with the parent in 
prison. Some occasions are 
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especially appropriate for 
prompting: getting school 
pictures, the parent's birthday, 
and holidays. Keep a calendar 
with these dates and reminders 
on it. Put this calendar where the 
child can see and reach it. 

Parents in jails and prisons may 
also need help communicating 
with their child. Family members 
can help by reminding them of 
birthdays and giving advice 
about the child's interests. They 
can let them know a child's real 
feelings and thoughts. 

If the relationship between the 
prisoner and the child's caregiver 
is strained, the parent in prison 
may also need "permission" to 
write or encouragement to write 
often. 

How Parents in Prison Can 
Help with Mail 

Children of prisoners usually 
love getting letters from their 
parents. They may not write back 
in a timely fashion, but that does 
not mean that these letters are 
not welcomed .. 

Write often. Just as most young 
children would rather have five 
pennies than one nickel, younger 
kids would rather get many notes 
and cards than a few long letters. 

Prisoners can clip and send 
cartoons and photos from 
newspapers and magazines. 
Write letters in large block letters 
so they are easy for the child to 
read. 

Prisoners with artistic talent can 
draw pictures of where they live, 
work, eat, and exercise to help 
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children understand their parents' 
daily lives. 

Some prisoners send line 
drawings or tracings of familiar 
television or cartoon characters, 
for their children to color and 
send back. 

Add-on drawing activities are 
great fun. The parent begins a 
drawing and sends it to the child, 
asking them to add on to it and 
send it back. This can go on for 
some time, back and forth. 

Older children may not need 
block letters or cartoons, but they 
do need to know they are in their 
parent's thoughts. Notes and 
cards of all kinds are appreciated. 

Some older children like to play 
paper games like tic-tac-toe and 
hang man that can be sent back 
and forth. Versions of crossword 
puzzles, boggle, chess and 
checkers as well as inventions 
based on current computer games 
have been created by children to 
send to parents in jail. 

Ask children lots of questions in 
your letters. Ask about school, 
friends, TV, pets and sports. 

See if there is a book that your 
child is reading that you could get 
from the prison library. When 
parents and children read the 
same book, lots of great 
conversation can happen on the 
phone, in letters and in visits. 

See if your prison has a program 
where you can read a book to 
your child on audio or video tape. 

Encourage your child to send you 
school papers and report cards. 
Ask your child to even send 

papers that aren't so good. Then 
you can help your child with 
school by writing ideas in your 
next letter or talk about it on the 
phone. 

Remember not to be harsh or 
overly critical about your child's 
work, drawings or letters, even 
when you are disappointed about 
their grades, or the frequency of 
their letters to you. When you 
need to correct them or voice 
concern, emphasize what they did 
right as well as what needs 
improvement. 

Even if you do not know where 
yo~r child is, your letters are 
returned, or you have been asked 
not to write ... write anyway. 
Letters written but not sent can be 
stored away for a time when the 
child will be able to read them. At 
that time the child will know that 
she or he was thought about and 
cared for from a distance. 

Many parents in prison had 
trouble learning to read in school. 
If you have trouble reading, you 
are not alone. Hold on to the 
letters until you find a friend or 
counselor that you trust and ask 
for help. Find out ifthere are 
adult or family literacy classes at 
your prison. 

Communicating by Phone or 
in the Visiting Room 

It's often hard for parents and 
children to communicate, even 
without the barriers of 
incarceration. Teens and pre
teens, who seem to be able to talk 
endlessly to friends, and "live" on 
the phone have a hard time 
talking with parents for more than 
a few minutes. For prisoners and 
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their children, opportunities to 
talk are limited. Finding things to 
talk about is challenging. The 
parent often feels pressure to 
make the conversations count, to 
make the communication 
meaningful. Parents may feel 
rejected when the child has little 
to say. In this stressful situation, 
parents often resort to asking a 
million questions--questions 
that children experience as 
intrusive. Parents and children 
alike, worry that talk of the 
outside world will be upsetting to 
everyone. 

What really counts is the parent 
listening to the child. The subject 
of the conversation is not so 
important. Whether talking in the 
visiting room or on the 
telephone, here are some tips for 
prisoner parents. 

Don't be afraid to ask about the 
child's life. Not asking may 
make children feel that you are 
not interested, or worried about 
the answers. 

Remember that children like 
their privacy. They may not want 
to reveal some things about their 
lives, or they may want to tell 
you things slowly over time. 

If children react as if you are 
invading their privacy, back off. 

Do things "together-apart." Read 
the same book, plan to watch the 
same TV show, do amateur 
astronomy and watch for 
changes in the moon or stars. 

Ask about topics like the 
weather, sports and music. These 
are part of the everyday lives of 
most kids. 

I IIIII 
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Games to Help to Keep 
Communication Going 

Some prisons will have toys and 
games available for visits. 

A deck of cards can be made by 
drawing hearts, spades, clubs and 
diamonds, along with numbers 
and letters, on small pieces of 
paper. 

Create and expand each other's 
stories. The parent or child begins 
a story, and they take turns adding 
to it. 

Most prisons allow writing paper 
and pencils for word games like 
hang-man, tic-tac-toe, guessing 
games, and math games. 

Phone games include riddles, 
developmentally appropriate 
jokes and "I spy something ... " 
saying that you see something of 
a specific color or shape and 
letting the child guess what it 
might be. 

Make sure everyone gets a tum 
when playing games on the phone 
or in a visit. 

Long Distance Discipline 

Trying to discipline a child from 
prison is difficult. For some 
families it gives relief to 
caregivers and helps keep the 
prisoner parent involved. For 
other families it causes 
resentment and stress for one, or 
both of the adults. For most 
families, too much focus on 
discipline can use up valuable 
communication time and leave 
children feeling hurt and angry. 

Parents in prison can help guide 
or correct children's behaviors. 

They can listen to the child's 
feelings and talk about family 
rules and values. They can 
reinforce the consequences 
imposed by the caregiver and give 
advice about dealing with 
problems in the future. 

Sometimes the child is brought to 
the visit by the caregiver just to be 
reprimanded by the prisoner 
parent. The custodial parent or 
grandparent may ask the 
incarcerated parent to discipline 
the child on the telephone. 
Outside adults should be careful 
not to use the visit or phone time 
only for discipline, or to tell all 
the "sins" committed by the child. 
The child will lose interest in 
visiting and talking to their parent 
if every contact feels like a lecture 
or reprimand. Parents in prison 
should resist the temptation to 
preach about their own mistakes 
and trouble with the law. Let the 
child's behavior stand separate 
from the parent's crime. Children 
who can communicate freely and 
often with their incarcerated 
parent will also be more open to 
discipline from them. 

Promises, Promises 

Sometimes the lack of 
comfortable topics for 
conversation will lead 
incarcerated parents to speak 
about how it will be when the 
parent and child are reunited. It is 
wonderful to keep hope alive. But 
promises about what the parent 
will do, buy, and get for the child 
are easy to make, and hard to 
keep. Promises shift the 
relationship from today into an 
uncertain future. Children need 
help coping with reality, not 
living in a dream. 
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Usually it's hard to 
sustain a conversation 
for the length of the 
visit. Depending on the 
age of the child, 
games can be created. 
Most prisons allow 
writing paper and 
pencils, enabling word 
games, hang-man, tic
tac-toe, guessing 
games, and math 
games. 

When Children Don't Want 
to Communicate 

There are times when children 
may not want to talk or visit. 
There is no simple answer to 
what should be done about this. 
There are many possible reasons 
the child does not want contact 
with the parent in prison. The 
child's relationship with the 
parent prior to incarceration may 
have been strained. The prison 
environment may feel 
threatening, awkward or 
embarrassing. Traveling to visits 
can be stressful and boring. The 
visiting process itself can be 
humiliating and tedious. 

Some or all of the above may be 
issues for most children of 
prisoners. So it is not surprising 
that children sometimes resist 
contact with their inmate parent. 
Notice if the child resists both 
phone conversations and visits. 
This may suggest there is a 
problem in the relationship. If 
the child only avoids visits, 
perhaps the time or conditions of 
visiting are the problem. At some 

I I 
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ages children have busy lives. At 
those ages they have little time 
for their parents, incarcerated or 
not. Sometimes children don't 
like to go to prison because they 
feel ignored, they feel tension 
between their family members or 
they are bored during the visit. It 
is best not to force children to 
visit or talk. Sometimes, however, 
parents give up too easily and 
don't try to convince a child to 
communicate. To children, this 
can seem to confirm that contact 
wasn't a good idea. 

When Children Resist 
Contact 

Let children know that you expect 
them to talk or visit sometimes. 

If a child's reaction to this 
expectation is extreme, back off 
and try again in a few weeks. 

Don't give up calling or asking to 
see them no matter how rejected 
you feel. 

An Important Exception 

Sometimes, a child's resistance to 
contact is the result of abuse by 
the parent. These children need 
counseling. Visits and phone calls 
could interfere with treatment. 

Remember also that more than 
three out of four prisoners have 
histories of addiction and abuse of 
alcohol and other drugs. Children 
of alcoholics and drug addicts 
may be almost relieved to have 
contact with their parents in jail 
because they are more likely to be 
sober. They may have anger and 
resentment that needs to be 
resolved before they can trust 

their parents enough to talk or 
visit. 

When children don't want to visit 
for any reason, parents in prison 
need to seek help from 
counselors, social workers and 
friends. It's hard to cope with a 
child's rejection. Many prisoners 
do not want to be reminded of the 
hurt they have caused. The anger 
of their children speaks volumes 
about the damage done. 

Some prisoners are focused on 
their own pain and can't see the 
impact they have had on their 
children. Some children are 
focused on getting on with their 
lives and can't see the need for a 
relationship with their imprisoned 
parent. Patience, support from 
family and friends and good 
information about how children of 
prisoners cope will help. 

5 

About the Children of 
Prisoners Library (CPL) 

Pamphlets may be downloaded 
without charge from the Family 
and Corrections Network (FCN) 
web site, www.fcnetwork.org. 
Duplication is permitted and 
encouraged, so long as the 
materials are not altered or sold. 

Sorry, FCN is not budgeted to mail 
free copies. 

Send comments to The Children of 
Prisoners Library at FCN, 32 Oak 
Grove Road, Palmyra, VA 22963, 
434/589-3036, 434/589-6520 Fax, 
fcn@fcnetwork.org. Copyright 
Family and Corrections Network, 
2003. 

In Appreciation 

The Children of Prisoners Library 
is supported by a grant from the 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 
with additional support from the 
Catholic Campaign for Human 
Development, the Jack DeLoss 
Taylor Charitable Trust and the 
Heidtke Foundation. 

We are also grateful to our 
sponsoring organizations: Alpha 
Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc.-Southern 
Region, Children and Family 
Networks, Hour Children, The 
National Practitioners Network for 
Fathers and Families and The 
Osborne Association. 

Special thanks to the Osborne 
Association, Long Island, New 
York for permission to revise and 
publish material from the three 
volume set of pamphlets, How Can 
I Help? 

The Children of Prisoners Library 
was written by Ann Adalist-Estrin, 
who adapted material from How 
Can I Help and authored other 
materials in the Children of 
Prisoners Library. It was edited and 
published by Jim Mustin. 

~jl 
FCN·~· 



~ Lutheran Social Services of Illinois 
Connections-Prisoner and Family Ministry 

The agency offers supportive services for presently incai~~rated women, their families and women returning to the community from state 
and federal correctional centers. ;~:~: 

:~; -~;£~:: 

VISITS TO MOM 
The Visits to Mom program utilizes volunteer <fri\rtti~¥9''~Jjarter buses to transport caregivers and children to the correctional centers to visit 
incarcerated mothers. The visits are at state an~feder:l}r)¥omen's correctional centers in Illinois: Decatur, Logan, and Greenville. 
This program also organiz~s~d conductsrespiteservi<:¥'t~d special events such as Saturday Surprise, Saturday School Experience and holiday 
events. Saturday Surprise pr9yides the child.req;gf;inqm-~~rated mothers with a variety of wonderful culturally-enriching field trips and provides a 
respite for their caregiver(s): To,suppolttbe cffi}~n{~;,~cademic and social advancement, Saturday School Experience offers bi-monthly 
mentoring and tutoring for the children. 7fC · ••·• 

~- ~ _,0-_--:;c- ---

RELATIVES AS PARENTS PROGRAM (RAPP) 
RAPP is a Restorative Justice talking circle for the caregivers conducted~t:Logan and Decatur' Correctional Centers during the monthly Visits to 
Mom. 

FAMILY SERVICES 
Family Services programming delivers a range of services to women upon return to the community and their children to inclUde: needs 
assessment; assistance with acquisition of personal infrastructure documents (State ID, Social Security Card, Birth Certificate); individual and 
family counseling; monthly Restorative Justice talking/healing circles; bus cards; personal care items; clothing; financial assistance and more. 
Comprehensive information sharing and referrals are offered for housing, education, employment, budgeting1mdmoney management, job 
training, legal assistance, supplemental food, mental health services, substance abuse treatment and other specialized services. 

FAMILY REUNIFICATION 
Family Reunification is a program designed to provide women and their families a chance to meet and discuss the issues surrounding the 
incarceration and develop a plan that will support the woman's successful transition back to the family. The program provides the same range of 
casework and comprehensive referral services as Family Services. See above. 

For Inquiry 
Mike Davis, Assoc. Exec. Dir. of Prisoner and Family Ministry 
Rev. Valerie Riley, Director of Connections Program 
Rita Williams, Administrative Assistant 

Address: 318 East 74th Street 
Chicago, IL 60619 

Olivia Chase, Family Reunification/Service Specialist 
Minister Bernadine White, VTMIRAPP Coordinator 

Telephone Number: 773-783-9516 
Fax Number: 773-783-9791 
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Non-Custodial Parents Are 
Important Too! 

Non-custodial parents play impmtant roles 
in the lives of their children for many 
reasons. 

Being a non-custodial parent 
does not mean that you have 
to be absent from your 

~ ,c"lt 
child's life. 

Reform has 
significant 

impmtance on 
the support of 
both parents, as 
custodial parents 
join the 
workforce 
eliminating the 
need for public 
assistance. 

Contact the Non-Custodial Parent 
Services Unit (NCPSU) 

Cook County (NCPSU) 
Parent Support Services 
36 S Wabash, 91

h Floor 
Chicago, IL 60603 

phone: (312)793-7987 
fax: (312)793-7047 

~ J 

J 
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Persons using a teletypewriter may call 
toll free (800) 526-5812. 

Neb site: www.childsupportillinois.com 

HFS 8246 (R-12-07*) 
Non-Custodial Parent Services Unit 

*Recycle previous edition 

Printed by Authority of the State of Illinois 
20 copies 

JISGOS-490 

State of Illinois 
-----"'"'"l;:;Jf'V>JJw-Yn.J.--.,-~-----

Department of Healthcare 
and Family Services 

' jij(Ai ...... , • .., ____ ., .. 

Non-Custodial 
Parent Services 

Unit 

Division of Child Support Enforcement 



What is a non-custodial parent? A 
non-custodlli parent (NCP) 'i's"f11~~~ 

parent (mother or father) who does not 

live with the childr~~- --~~ 
Non-custodial parents face many issues 

as they attempt to participate in the lives 
of their children. 

In 1995, the Illinois Department of 
Healthcare and Family Services (fanner 
Public Aid) Division of Child Support 
Enforcement recognized these issues and 
opened the Non-Custodial Parent Services 
Unit (NCPSU) in Chicago to serve Cook 
County. In 1996, a second unit serving St. 
Clair County was opened in Belleville. 

The Non-Custodial Parent Services 
Unit (NCPSU) was created to provide 

non-custodial parents of children receiving 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF) with a way to address their needs 
and concems. 

W hat services are available through 
NCPSU? NCPSU offers partici

pants a variety of program options 
designed to address a wide range of issues 
facing NCPs. 

EMPLOYMENT I 
TRAINING 

• Earnfare 
A state sponsored 
training program that 
allows participants to 
get paid on-the-job 
employment skills. 

• Supervised Job Search 
Structured Job Search activities through 
the use of job diaries that are monitored 
and verified every 30 days. 

SOCIAL SERVICES 
• Community-Based 
(CBO) Service Referrals 
Referrals to community 
based service providers 
for job readiness training, 
education/vocational 
training, job placement 

and post-employment services. 

INFORMATION 
SERVICES 
• Non-Employment 
Related Services 
Individuals can 
request information 
on a variety of child 
support issues includ

ing but not limited to paternity establish
ment. 

H ow do I get involved with NCPSU? 
NCPs get to NCPSU through three 

(3) methods: 
• Court Referrals 
The Court may refer unemployed NCPs to 
participate in unit programming. 

• Administrative Referrals 
Unemployed NCPs pmiicipating in the 
department's administrative paternity 

establishment program may be referred to 
participate in unit programming. 
• Self~referrals 

Unemployed or tmderemployed individ
uals can apply to NCPSU to participate in 
unit-sponsored services. Self-refenals 
must meet program eligibility guidelines. 
Services may be restricted. 

Actual participation is dependent upon 
completion of an employability assess
ment and the method of referral to 
NCPSU. 

Individuals, who are refened through 
the Court or the Administrative Process, 
may be subjected to further action for fail
ure to fully participate in NCPSU pro
gramming. Self-refenals who do not par
ticipate fully will be subject to case can
cellations. 

Individuals should contact the nearest 
NCPSU office for program details. 

I f you arc having problems seeing your 
children, we may be able to help. 

Child Support and the Domestic Relations 
Courts in Cook, Dupage and Peoria coun
ties have an Access and Visitation 
Program providing never-manied NCPs 
services including: mediation, counseling, 
parenting education, enforcement of visi
tation orders, and development of alterna
tive custody arrangements. 

For moreinformationabouttheAccess and 
Visitation Program, call 

Non-Custodial Parent Services Unit. 
(312) 793-7987 



Things to Remember: 
11 All existing orders remain in effect until a court 

or an administrative agency modifies the 
order. 

lll!lil Your support order may be modified 
(increased or decreased) based on the 
income of the non-custodial parent and state 
law. 

Ill DCSS staff cannot provide legal advice to you. 
ONLY ATTORNEYS ARE QUALIFIED TO 
GIVE YOU LEGAL ADVICE. You may need to 
seek the advice of a private attorney or 
contact your local legal aid society to advise 
you about finding low-cost counsel if you 
cannot afford a private attorney. 

If You Have Questions 
If you have any other child support related 
questions, or to report information, calf the Child 
Support Customer Service Call Center toll free at 
(800) 447-4278. TIY (800) 526-5812. 
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Modification Review Process 
The lllinois Department of Healthcare and Family 
SeNtces (HFS), Division of Child Support Services 
(DCSS) conducts modification reviews of child 
support orders to ensure child support awards are 
in line with Illinois law and changing circumstances. 

A modification is a change to an existing judicial or 
administrative child support order. The modification 
processed by DCSS applies only to the child 
support provision of the order and/or the provision 
for the child's health care. Judicial orders are 
modified through the courts and administrative 
orders are modified through HFS' DCSS. 

Not less than once every three years, DCSS 
notifies each parent subject to a child support order 
of the right to request a review of their order, and 
the appropriate place and way in which the request 
should be made. 

Orders qualify for the modification review process if 
one of the following conditions exists: 

fil'l At least three (3) years have passed since the 
establishment of the order or the last 
modification review; or 

II There is a substantial change in the non
custodial parent's income; or 

1.'1 The order does not address healthcare 
coverage for the child(ren); or 

ii1l A written request for a review is received by 
DCSS from the custodial parent, non-custodial 
parent, or another state. 

After the request for a modification review is 
received by DCSS, both parents will be sent a 
notice stating whether or not their order qualifies for 
a modification review. This usually occurs within 30 
days after the receipt of the request by DCSS. This 
time frame may vary depending on the workload of 
the office completing the review. 

If your order qualifies for a modification review, the 
notice will ask you and the other parent to send in 
copies of your income information to DCSS. DCSS 
will use the information to recalculate the amount of 
your child support payment. 

You will get a notice in the mall with the results of 
the modification review. The notice of the 
modification review results will advise you if the 
amount of your child support payment could: 

lill Remain the same, 
II Increase, or 
II Decrease. 

If you disagree with the modification review 
results, you can: 

II Request a redetermination with DCSS, if the 
review results indicate the order will remain 
the same; 

II Appear in court to contest the amount ordered 
(if you have a judicial order); or 

II Request an Administrative Hearing if you 
disagree with the new administrative order. 

Your request must be filed with DCSS within 30 
days of the date of the modification review 
decision notice. 

Who May Request a Modification 
Review? 

ED Non-Custodial Parent: the parent who does 
not live with the child(ren), 

li! Custodial ParenUCaretaker: the 
parent/caretaker who lives with the child(ren), 

ill Healthcare and Family Services, or 
II Another state's child support agency. 

If you are currently receiving child support 
services from DCSS, you can request a 
modification review by calling Customer Service 
toll-free at 1-888-245-1938. 

If you are not receiving child support services 
from DCSS, you can apply for free child support 
services by calling our toll-free Customer Service 
Call Center 1(800) 447-4278. 

If you prefer to make your request for a 
modification review in writing, send your written 
request to: 

IL Dept . of Healthcare and Family Services 
Division of Child Support Services 
DCSS Modification Review Team 
P.O. Box 64900 
Chicago, IL 60664 

Include your name, address and daytime phone 
number in all written inquiries. 

For more information about the modification 
review process, parents may call Customer 
Service toll-free at 1-888-245-1.938. Persons 
using a teletypewriter (TTY) can call toll free at 1-
800-526-5812. 

Military Reserve/National Guard 
Mobilization and Activations 
When an Illinois National Guard or Reserve 
member is mobilized or activated to long-term 
continuous military active duty orders {defined as 
greater than 30 continuous days), the National 
Guard or ReseNe member may request a 
modification review because of continuous military 
active duty. To request a modification of your order 
because of activation to long-term continuous 
military active duty, contact the: 

IL Dept. of Healthcare and Family Services 
Community Outreach Department 
Military Project 
P.O. Box 64629 
Chicago, Illinois 60664-0629 
Phone (312) 793-7987 
Fax (312)793-8734 
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I come with my Uncle George. "We're going to have so 
much fun!" he says. 

I want to have fun, but I miss my daddy. He's in prison, so 
he can't be here. 
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I take Uncle George around my classroom, 
and he meets all my friends. "Jada, your 

daddy is so tall," says Rosita. 

Suddenly I feel sad and angry. "This is not 

my daddy," I whisper to her. 

I 
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Then I run to the rug and make a hiding place 
with my arms. Family Fun Night is not so fun. 

Uncle George sits next to me. "What's wrong, Jada?" 

he asks. 

Then my cheeks get hot, and I start to cry. "I miss my 

daddy," I say. "I wish he were here." 

"It's OK," says Uncle George. "I cry sometimes, too, 
when I miss your daddy." 
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Uncle George scoops me onto his lap. "It's hard to be 

here without your daddy," he says. "But you know 

what ... ?" Then he takes a picture out of his pocket. 

"You have family with you." In the picture, I see Uncle 

George, my Aunt Denise, and me. 

8 
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Uncle George puts the picture in my hand. "Keep it 

in your pocket so you always remember we love you, 
and we're here for you." 

I smile a little because that's a happy thing to 
remember. 



Then Rosita comes over. "Are you OK?" she asks. 

''I'm feeling better now," I say. I grab Uncle George's hand. 
"This is my Uncle George. He's in my family." 

"iHola!" says Rosita to him. Then she asks me, "Do you and 

Uncle George want to come and play?" 

"Yeah!" I say . 

..._ ____ IIIII 



We play pilots 

and build 

with blocks. 

Then we go to the table, and I draw a picture to send to Daddy. 

11 



I still miss my daddy, 

but I know I'll always 
have people who 
love me. 

12 





LITTLE Children 
BIG challenges:incarceration 

Little Children, Big Challenges: Incarc('rntion ~~ \t.:.::utlvc~ V·ce P~-,H>id(~ll!., Ed1 .c (-,t 1011. Rr-;spo(cl·l, 

UPd Outre;JdY LeWIS Ben1St21il, Pll.D.: Sr~n:orVL-e Prr:s!dc:lt Outrr~ach c1r:d [cL .. JCational 

P1·actices: Jeunette Bt:)tc:~ncourt. Ed.D. VICP Pt't'SIIJcnt. ()lJtr'each lnit1t:>t1ve.-: a:1d PC!rtne~·s: Lyr1n 

ChwCJtsKy: Sen1or D:rector. Outreach and Contt:nt L)~_·':>I(J!I Maria del f:.:ocio CialarLd. Curr1Ctilun1 

Specialist· Bnttany Sornn1er; PrOject Hcmd~Jer: Ch~T.JtiiVl ,._\pp: p~-o1ect Cour·dinrltor Angela 

HonD: ProJect Assistant: />..ndrea CocJy; Spa111sh Languoqt: Ecl1tor nnu Contt~nt ~..rJarw~-Jr_;r" Helen 

CuestA: Spi1nl~,h Trnnsliltor Ruby Norfolk, Sp,1!Wih Consultant: Hac~rGtl''' St11~,, Sp,llw,/1 

Proofreuder: Lcnna Rozen berg. Dir·ectot, Dornc~:,tic Kt!~·::,Jrch David Cohen, D!rcctor of Cc)ntr~nt: 

Auturnn ZitilnJ-Stet (lnO; AssJc:-,tant Director of Content Jellflltcr Sch1ftrn;-J~I, Uir 9-'~tnr, PrOJ<-~t_·t 

MarkPting and Brand Strategy: Su.,;:un;le, 

F-1t.::qerDkJ: Sen1or ~anas_;er, Markr~lmg dlid CteUttve 

~1ay, Spa11ish Typesetting, Karla HPr;rick 

Advisors: Anr: .A.dolist-E:stnn, M.S., D1rectcu r-.JCltiOIICII F<esourcC' CentE:~- on Children and Fam:i10'; 

of the Incarcerated, Ca,-ol F, [lurton, L,M,S,W, Lxecut1ve D!n;ctGr, Cent<"rtorce, Eli?abeth 

Gaynes, J,D, Execut:ve Director, The OsiJume A.ssociat1or1' l<1rk E, Han·1s, H,P,A, JD, Fld), 

FsCJ., Faculty, Depa~·ttt1Pnt of 0rbr1n Platlnlll~J. Univt:::r~~ity of \11/Jscon::.lil dt Mdwauke~-. JL,IJ;; 

Pochl!nan11. PhD, Profcs•,or cmc! Chc11r, Hurnan D~:'Jc'l,ipnwnl u'1d Famli·; Stucii(;S, un!vr:r';rtv 

of WisconSin Jt Haoison 

A creation of 

sesame workshop. 
The nonprofit educational orqanization 
behind Sesame Street and so much more 

St:'san-:e Workshop IS the nonprofit educot:onal o~-ganiLdhOn u~at rf:vollitl:')n;.red C'hildrc:on $ 

telev;sioll prowarnn1111C,I with t!1c" landmdr·k SPsame Stu,,,~, The Wor'hhop produce:, lc;cal 

Sc;r:.:atne Street progtatns. seen 1n over lSO c:ountnf:!s, c1nd c·t!•f~t acci.:Jiniecl show~; to htdp bndgf2 

tho litcrac:,r gap, mc:ludm~J The Elc'ctnc Cornpany. Bc;yoncJ t;;levislon, the' VVorkshop p.rocJun;'; 

contt-~nt for 1nult1plu n·lc•di.l plr1tforms on i-1 '>~Vide' r<Hl~F' o!· i'-.'1\H:::.s in·....: ludwig lltU"i1C)l, hu,~llth. ;1nd 

n1il1ttlry deployment Initiative~, mcc~t ,~pee 1f1c n0c·Lb to ht:lp younu childr"c·n i~nd f~1n!d1c3 

develop critiCJ! ';kills, OC(JUin_;; ~~erdthy hrlt)li:";, (lrld bL,ilcJ e 1~'0tiorkd sr~·f-.;rlytf1 t·c rnc:rxne thC'f'l 

for lif·elonglearniny.l 0(=1r'n r;;ote at sesarnu-vvotkshn~JJH;J 

Major support provided by: 

BAE SYSTEMS 

Generous support provided by: 

~ Prudential 
Foundation 

VAl Dt•finillg 
HEALTH EXCELLENCE 
CARE in the 21~1 Cent Illy 

ROBERT R, 

McCORMICK 
lJNDATJON 

Se.dnle> VVo1·kshor~'"' ,Jnn <1SSC!Cidl~'d r hd•'tJCt(-~r ,, I r,;d(·rr~.--1!'.-<:,, ,r:J 
'- L013 ~-)L'~·lfrl~' INo· k~ he 1p All P19hL 

hy 



-----·Ill 

1rnR 

Introdu tio 
l f OlJI' 1 nJr-I.J. 

11'('' l''(lillj. 

i. 1.·_ ·: .• _ .. \ [. · r · · · _ -. U ... I. i 
I I 

lit: l1~J r farni C~C'l !(1_:. 

Sesame Street created this Guide for Parents and Caregivers to help you 

• use everyday routines to help your child, 

·encourage your child (ages 3-8) to express his feelings, 

• talk with your child about incarceration, and 

·connect with your child's incarcerated parent 

a 
Download our FREE app em Uw Store or 

Goo9!e PI<~Y for m<He information and r<:lsowces. 

I N 



This section will help you 
• corlll'cxt your child with everyday actrvities, and 

• guide her through tOlJ~Jh morw-:nts. 

Youm 
di er n v 
HE~lp your child feel secun~. u r r 1 Kl r~1r 

!c I \\/Ctlii. J 

h 'I 

Begin the day by letting your little one know what to 

expect. You can tell her 

• who will take her to school, 

·who will pick her up from school, and 

• one activity that she will do today. 

Make a list or draw picture~. to show your child 

things that will stay the san1e no matter what. 

Hang it on the refrigerator and refer to it 

whenever she needs a little comfort. 

1 t'1 
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MAKING A DIFFERENCE 

Hl~lp your child work through E:~veryday 
II: yoLn Child IS t \// 111., r 1 : ! 111 1 c ; .. cl C) t"d. '•, 

~- .I 

('I j·r·y•·'l( ~/'"'[···· , . . . L I :' :) t:.' :~ . I ( • 

Use a "Breathe, Think, Do" approach. 

• Bt·eathe: Ask her to stop what she is doing, put her hands on 

her tummy, and slowly take three deep breaths. 

·Think: Help her identify the problem, as well as her thoughts 

and feelings ("What is wrong?", "What are you feeling?"), and 

look for solutions ("What can we do to help you feel better?"). 

·Do: Together, try out your best solution. If it doesn't work out, 
try another. 

Sometimes when children act out they may be feeling 

confused. Help calm her by giving her a choice. 

• For example, if she is having trouble playing with someone, 

you might say, "You can play nicely, or you can take a break 
from playing." 

--------------------------··-11--····11111 

Everyday routines 

such as brushing 

her teeth, eating 

breakfast, and 

sharing a bedtime 

story help your 

child feel secure. 



This S(:J<Ction will help you 

Your child's feelings 
come in all shapes 
and sizes 



Look for signs of big feelings. Children of an 

incarcerated parent feel many things: stress, fear, 

shame, anger, sadness, and frustration. You know 

your child best. As you spend time w1th him each 

day, look for slight changes in how he acts. These 

are clues to watch for: 

• sudden yelling or crying 

• difficulty sleeping 

• unusual clinging 

• hitting 

• eating more or less than usual 

• smiling or laughing less often 

• having new fears 

----------------··11.11 

FEELINGS 

Your co1nfort and 

attention \!Viii 

reassure your child 

that, despihl his 

strong teelin9s, he 

can still count on 

you, no matte I' wh<:lt. 
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Help your child 
share his feelings. 

Talk with and listen to your chi 

• Mention things you notice about the 

way he acts C"You seem to be feelin~J 

[angry, bothered. worried] because .. "). 

• Ask questions to get at his feelings 

("How are you feeling today?", "Did 

anything happen today that made you 

feel happy or sad?"). 

• Be patient as he shat·es with you. It may 

take hitT1 time to ftnd the right vvordc;. 

He can dr~"IW pictures of how he feels it 

he doesn't y(.Jt have the words. 

• As you talk with your child, hold him 

close or give him a hug. A simple touch 

can let him know you're there for him. 

Let yo~o1r child !mow that 

• his feelings are OK, and 

• he can talk to you about what's on his 

mind, even if it's scary or hard to say. 

Set an example fot· your child 

·using "feeling words" as you talk about 

your day ("I felt really happy today 

because I ate lunch with a friend."); 

• being aware of your own feelings. Your 

child responds to and learns from your 

reactions. Coping with your feelings is 

a powerful way to help your child. 



This section will h€•lp you 

The simple 
truth matters 
Honesty is important. Talkir1g to your ch1lcl about her parer~1c's 

Incarceration can be scary. You may wort'Y about the questions she 

will ask. As difficult as it rs, tell the tt'uth. It 1s the best way to help her 

to feel loved and to build a spec1al. t:rust1ng bond. 



SIIVIPLE TIHHHS 

Let her know it's not her fault. Not knowing why her parent 

is gone may cause your child great worry. She may believe her 

parent's disappearance is her fault. Creating a reason ("Mommy 

is [on vacation, at the doctor's, at school].") w1ll only r11ake her 

wonder why her parent doesn't returr1. 

You might not want your child to shar('! S!)lne 

details with others. Gently l(~t her know that 

these are things you are only 

about at home or with family. 



Consider giving these possible answers: 

Question: 

"Where is Daddy?" 

Answer: 

If the parent has been convicted: "Daddy is in a place called 

prison for a while. Grown-ups sometimes go to prison when 

they break a rule called a law. He is not there because of 

anything you did. This is not your fault." 

If the parent is not yet convicted: "Daddy is in a place called 

jail. He's there because he may have broken an important 

grown-up rule called a law. Right now people are trying to 

figure out what happened.'' 

Question: 

"When will Mommy be home?" 

Answer: 

"Mommy won't be home for a while. We are waiting for more 

information. I will let you know as soon as I find out." 

G\Jestion: 

"Willi get to see Daddy?" 

Answer: 

If your child can visit: "You can visit Daddy in prison once in a 

while. I'll let you know when. Between visits you can write him 

letters, draw him pictures, and talk to him on the phone." 

If your child will not be able to visit: "We won't be able to visit, 

but you can draw pictures and write letters to each other 

whenever you want." If there are legal reasons why contact is 

not allowed, it is important to follow that advice. 

--------·1111111 II 
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When a military 

parent is incarcerated 

it can be particularly 

challenging. Your 

child may feel 

confused when she 

sees her parent go 

from being a hero to 

being incarcerated. 

Assure her that the 

good things her 

parent has done for 

the country will never 

be erased. Remind 

her that her parent 

will care for her no 

matter what. 



Thls section will help you 
ynut chtlci COI"i11vct.::il o ht~ tl·;c.:n·c".:ti;li->d p .. 1rc!nt CJ'id 

You can connect 
Visits, phone calls, and letters. When you involve the 

incarcerated parent in your child's life. you show your child 

that he will always be cared for. 



Your child might act 

out or refuse to speak 

to his parent. Let 

your child know that 

you understand it can 

be h<:~rd. 

YOUCA.N f)NNECT 

Visits 

Here are some ways to prepare for the v1sit: 

• Let your child know 

-how you will get to the jail or prison, 

-any special things he might have to do (wait in a line, be 

looked over by guards, etc.), 

-what his parent will look like (he rrwy be wearing a special 

uniform, etc.), 

-about his time with the parent (no-touching rules, etc.), and 

-that he will have to say goodbye and leave without his parent. 

• Help your child think of things he'd like to tell his incarcerated 

parent. 

Phone Calls 

Here are some tips for keeping irl touch by phone: 

• Let the incarcerated parent know the best times to reach 

your child. 

• Help your child to think of things he'd like to tell his parent. 

• Give your child a picture of his parent to look at as he talks. 



YOU CAN CONNECT 

Letters 

Try these writing tips with your child: 

• Keep paper and pens handy. 

• Ask your child questions to help him think of things he'd 

like to say. 

• If your child is not yet able to write, have him tell you what 

to put in his letter. Encourage him to draw a picture to go 

With the words. 

• Include copies of your child's artwork or report card. 

Televisits 

Preparing for a televisit: 

• While there is no substitute for seeing a parent in person, 

televisiting can be helpful. Seeing a parent's face can ease 

fears about the parent's well-being. 

• It may take a few televisits for a young child to realize that the 

person they see is their parent. Try video chatting with family 

to help your child get used to it. 

Though a parent's incarceration can brin~.l about transitions and 

emotions, it is a chanc(~ to show your child how much you love him, 

and that he will always be cared for. 

The incarcer.:~ted 

parent might not 

<llways answer your 

child's h~tters. Tell 

your d1ild even 

he (li 

h1tter in rr::turn, 

his is stiil 

thinking about him. 

I IIIII _____ _ 
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LITTLE children 

BIG challenges: incarceration 

Help your child to feel secure and express feelings 
Reassure your child by surround111g her w:th rr:liable peoplr2 and clnily activities, 

Encomnge her to shi'lre her feelings. 

• Let your child know whi'lt to expect dunng everyday activities. TPII her who will 

tdke her to school and who will pick hrcr up, 

• Prov1de yow child w1th a comfort itr;m to keep cllmng thP day. such as a paper 

hei'lrt or filmily photo. 

• J\sk you1· child qut:st1o:1s to help her op•2n up. You 11119ht 11utrue '' llG9iJtlve 

beh,Jvior zmd say, ''DICi SOITI<·othir',;:J hilpper·, today 1hal m:Kic' you fc•.:i cli.1ciY 

Talk honestly with your child 
It's impor·tant to tell your child tht? truth about r1rs p,lrPnt's rncarceriltion. It's the l1r:st 

wuy to help hirn fe:.!lloveci e111d carcxl for. 

• If you do not pwvrc1e 1nforrnatio11 about rhe rnc21rcere~tion, your cl1ild rnay conK' 

up will' h1s own mistaken r·c'il:,url for h1s pC1rr'nt s ilbS<~nce. L.et VOUI' cl11lc knuw 

tlvlt the incarcterat1on IS not lw; fault. 

• f3e patient as your ch1kJ work:, to unclersti111cl what has hu1menccL You nlcly 11eHI 

to expli1111 thrc: situntio11 several t1mcs. Let hirn know he's 11ot alone. 

Stay connected 
When you involve the incarcerated parent in your child's lite, you show your child 

that she will always be cared for, 

• V1s1ts can be positrve for· chrlclren. but JAils ''m seem scary, Break th•, 1ce ,,;itr, 

"Jame•;, l_ist favor1te color•;, mus,c, en sp;)rtc, tean1•,, Describe ,,omreth'mrJ cncl ask 

ycur child to 'JLJ(cSS 

• l'hurlc' c;c!ls ar·rc n'Ji'0nl way to ke,•p in touci·1. Help Y<)Ut' child think of U11nqs tr··ll 

her pan~nt. C:irw; her,,, picture of thr~ p,1rent to hc,lrl clurrnS,~ the call. 

• Usr' p<?11 anci pnper to wr1te letters. If your chilcJ can't yet write, ask her to toll you 

whut to write: sh8 ca11 draw pictur·r"s to go with the wur·cls 

• Televis1ting can be helpful for so!Tle childrcon. Sharing e111 everyday routine! 1;uch 21s 

storylinw clurinq your telr>visll is 21 q1·ei1\ WilV to brc tosJeLher. 

For more Sesame Street resources on incarceration: 

J:::J. Explore sesamestreet.org/incarceration 

I] Connect with facebook.com/sesamestreetincommunities 
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