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Abstract

This paper considers the literature regarding children who visit a family member in prison and what interventions are appropriate to support these children. This study explores, through a qualitative methodology, the perspectives of children of prisoners and their parents/carers, regarding the contents of a workbook to prepare children for their first visit to a prison to see a family member. Findings from semi-structured interviews are discussed in terms of what the key features of the workbooks should be, the role an Educational Psychologist can have in eliciting children’s views and also the key methodological challenges associated with research concerning children of prisoners.

1. Introduction

1.1 Background

The Children Act 1989, Section 1 (I) states that ‘the child’s welfare shall be the court’s paramount consideration’ and this is invoked within legal proceedings surrounding parental divorce or separation. Further, in Section 2 (7) the Act refers to the notion of shared parental responsibility, to which children are entitled, whether parents are together or separated. Additionally, in 1991, the UK ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations General Assembly, 1989), which states that:

· Children who have been separated from their parents have the right to maintain personal relations and personal contact, unless it is contrary to their best interests (Article 9c).

· Children’s best interests should be a primary consideration in all actions concerning them (Article 13).

· Both parents have common responsibilities for the upbringing and development of the child (Article 18).

· Children have the right to express and have their views considered in all matters affecting them (Article 12).

· All the rights in the Convention apply to all children without discrimination, irrespective of their parent’s status (Article 2).

Therefore, unless a child is known, in some way, already to have been abused by a parent, childcare policy in England and Wales assumes that the establishment and continuation of contact with both parents is beneficial to stable child development (Boswell, 2002). No evidence to date has been provided to suggest that ‘this assumption should not apply as much to children and their imprisoned parents as to children and parents who are otherwise separated from each other’ (Boswell, 2002, p14). According to Government statistics, at least 150,000 children in England and Wales experience the imprisonment of a parent each year (DfES, 2003).

In order for children to cope with this enforced separation from their parent and other associated challenges, e.g. loss of family income, actual and anticipated discrimination, collapse of family structures, (Federation of Prisoners’ Families Support Group, 2001) their resilience needs to be fostered. Fonagy et al. (1994) define resilience as ‘normal development under difficult conditions,’ (p233) which suggests that there may be experiences that inoculate children against stress. It is these experiences that researchers have endeavoured to identify and comprehend in order for interventions and programs to be developed that can promote resilience-enhancing factors and processes. The concept of resilience is further defined as the process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation despite challenging or threatening circumstances (Werner, 2000). Rutter (1990) argued that resilience could not be thought of as an attribute children are born with or even acquired during development, but that it was an indication of a process, which characterises a complex social system at a moment in time. Resilience, according to Rutter (1990) should be seen as a set of social and intra-psychic processes that take place across time given fortuitous combinations of child attributes, family, social and cultural environments. This definition proposes a multi-faceted nature of resilience and a complex interplay between the individual, their environmental context and their experiences. It highlights the role family and community members play in facilitating and supporting children’s resilience through psycho-social processes such as conversations and behaviour modelling.  

There are five main frameworks that have guided research in the area of resilience;

1) Framework proposed by Garmezy (1991);

2) Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological model;

3) Structural-organisational perspective (Cicchetti and Schneider-Rosen, 1986);

4) Attachment theory (Bowlby (1969); and

5) Cumulative stress model (Jaffee et al, 2007).

All of these emphasise the multiple levels of interaction between child and environment to promote resilience. In order to begin to understand how to develop resilience in children with a family member in prison, the five frameworks will be examined in the table below:

Table 1: Discussion of the five main resilience frameworks

	Framework
	Characteristics of framework

	Framework proposed by Garmezy (1991)
	· Three levels of protective factors and processes are viewed as operating at the individual, the family, and the community levels. 

· This links with Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological model, which focuses on the child and the interaction with their ecological context (Luthar et al, 2000). 

· Although the multiple levels of influence upon resilience are acknowledged, the impact historic experiences may have upon resilience development does not seem to be fully acknowledged.

· This is an important consideration when examining resilience in children of prisoners, as the prisoner’s past behaviour, for which they have been sentenced, may have been witnessed, or experienced by the children and therefore remains a key factor for their resilience development.

	Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological model;
	

	Structural-organisational perspective (Cicchetti and Schneider-Rosen, 1986);
	· This perspective acknowledges the ecological context and also posits that the individual’s choice and self-organisation exerts influences on development with historical factors and current influences important to the development process.

· A child’s cognitive processing of events, past and present, is a key feature in their development of resilience. 

· In the context of children of prisoners, cognitive processing of events needs to be consistently supported by the adults around them that are both imprisoned and are living with them. 

· Children’s self-efficacy and self-awareness need to be fostered, according to this perspective as part of any intervention to develop children’s resilience.

	Attachment theory (Bowlby (1969);
	· The framework of attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) proposes that interventions to develop resilience must encourage and foster children’s positive social relationships in order to help them develop an awareness of self and others. It is argued that this generates a secure internal model of self and others within the child (Fonagy et al, 1994), which contributes to a child’s resilience in the face of hardship. 

· This framework poses particular difficulties for children of prisoners, where a family relationship has inevitably been broken due to imprisonment. 

· How the imprisonment is perceived and experienced by the child will effect their mental representation of the family member and others, their relationship to that family member and ultimately, according to attachment theory, their internal working model of self.

· If visitation to the prison is limited, or the visiting time is not perceived to be positive, the child’s social relationship with the imprisoned family member is impacted upon which, in line with attachment theory, effects child’s ability to build resilience.  

	Cumulative stress model (Jaffee et al, 2007).
	· The fifth framework proposes that risk factors tend to accumulate within particular families and children’s individual strengths must be viewed within the context of their life circumstances. 

· From this framework it can be seen that children of prisoners present as a vulnerable group as their life circumstances may be particularly prone to risk factors and may exceed the individual strengths a child may possess. 


Following imprisonment of a parent, children are often left feeling confused, guilty, scared and as if their world has fallen apart (Mazza, 2002). Dallaire (2007) highlights the social, emotional and psychological difficulties children with an incarcerated mother can experience and the shame and embarrassment children can feel regarding their parent’s incarceration (Johnston, 1995). In addition to this, Loucks (2004) highlights that ‘children too show signs of stress surrounding visits’ (p16) which is supported by research conducted in Northern Ireland (NIACRO, 1994) that reported many children showed atypical behaviour both before and after visits. Similarly, McEvoy et al (1999) found that the period before visits ‘appeared to be a time of considerable anxiety’ for the whole family, manifesting itself in a range of physical and emotional symptoms’ (p183). From this it can be suggested that the psycho-social support children need to develop resilience, as described in the five frameworks above, may not be effectively available to some children of prisoners. Additional support and intervention for children needs to be offered in order to support their development of the resilience required to help them cope with their changed life circumstances.

1.2 Interventions

Murray and Farrington (2006) suggest that ‘four intervention strategies have been proposed that could protect children from harmful effects of separation because of parental imprisonment’ (p725). These strategies are described in the table below:

Table 2: Four interventions to protect children from the effects of parental separation through imprisonment (adapted from Murray and Farrington, 2006, p725)

	Intervention
	Purpose

	Communication
	Give children’s caregivers professional advice about how to provide honest and clear explanations about parental absence to children (Poehlmann, 2005)

	Placement
	Children need to be provided with stable care arrangements during parental imprisonment, ideally with families or friends (Trice and Brewster, 2004)

	Contact
	Increase children’s opportunities to maintain contact with their imprisoned parent (Trice and Brewster, 2004), in particular through more child-friendly visiting arrangements in prisons.

	Therapy
	Offer counselling and therapeutic services for children of prisoners to help them cope psychologically with the separation (Hames and Pedreira, 2003)


Each of the interventions described in Table 2 is different in its methodology, but all have a common purpose to increase children’s ability to cope with the imprisonment of a family member. A key consideration of any intervention is that each child of an imprisoned parent is an individual and children may react differently over time (Bilchik, 2007). In particular, children’s level of maturity may affect their reactions to parental imprisonment and therefore any interventions must take account of the age and stage of development of each child. Another consideration, is that although, as discussed earlier, children of prisoners are a vulnerable group (Federation of Prisoners’ Families Support Group, 2001) interventions aimed at increasing a child’s ability to cope with the imprisonment of a parent are not widely researched. It is important to recognise that without a sound scientific basis, even well intentioned interventions can be ineffective, or even harmful (McCord, 2003, in Murray & Farrington, 2006). This is a key point to consider, within the context of this small-scale research project, because the aim is to develop a workbook that will support a child’s understanding of the practical and emotional aspects of their visit to a prison in order to help prepare them for their first visit into prison to see a family member. 

Research has shown that prisoners’ maintenance of family ties can offer mutual benefits for the prisoner, the family, and the prison (Loucks, 2006) and Dallaire (2007) states that ‘visitation with parents has been identified as a protective factor in the population of children with incarcerated mothers’ (p17). However, it is important to remember that some children are positively affected by the removal of a family member, especially if that family member is violent or uncaring, and can flourish in the period of respite that parental imprisonment provides (Murray, 2003, in Hartworth & Hartworth, 2005).

Poehlmann (2005) suggests that children cope better when they are given clear and honest explanations about separations, when they have stable care arrangements during separations, and when they have confident expectations of their parent’s availability if needed. This indicates the need for children’s caregivers to be given advice and information on providing clear and honest explanations about parental absence to children (Poehlmann, 2005). This, however, does not take into consideration the needs of children who have special educational needs, which may impact upon their ability to process information about the separation.  Without understanding simple facts about their parent’s imprisonment, children may experience reduced capacity to process their traumatic loss psychologically, or voice any preferences they may have about contact (Murray, 2003) and therefore parents and carers need support and advice to be able to tailor their explanations to the emotional and cognitive needs of their children.

Material that helps children to learn about imprisonment and understand their own feelings can be formulated in several ways; for example, material that stimulates writing or drawing, or books that children can read (Loucks, 2004). Any resources that are created for children should use accepted techniques for communicating with children, such as stories involving fictional children that assist a child’s understanding of problems. Materials should address children’s expectations about the parents and family, focus on concerns about the unknown and refer to the future (Loucks, 2004). Crucially, resources for young people should be based on consultation with them. This was recognised by the Social Care Institute for Excellence in the ‘Children of Prisoners- maintaining family ties’ guide where it was stated that ‘families should be involved in the design, development and delivery of core services for families of prisoners’ (p50). 

Archard and Skivnes (2009) identify two reasons to elicit children’s views. The first is a pragmatic or instrumental reason and frames the child’s participation ‘as a way of securing information or evidence that facilitates the making of a decision and its subsequent implementation’ (p398). In agreement with this Lundy (2007) states ‘children have a right to have their views listened to (not just heard) by those involved in the decision-making processes’ (p936). The distinction made between being heard and listened to is an important one and all researchers should ensure they are not gaining children’s views in a tokenistic way, but children’s views are listened to and adopted. The second reason identified by Arcard and Skivnes (2009), is based more on principled or moral views and sees children as ‘having a basic entitlement to express a view and to be involved, as the source of a view about their own interests, in the decision-making process’ (p398). In addition to this, Lundy (2007) identifies a key point for researchers to consider; ‘children’s right to express their views is not dependent upon their capacity to express a mature view; it is dependent only on their ability to form a view, mature or not (Lundy, 2007, p935). Therefore, children of all ages should be given the opportunity, through the application of appropriate methods, to participate in research and have their views listened to.
Hading and Atkinson (2009) assert that the predominant method reported for ascertaining children’s views is direct questioning. Archard and Skivenes (2009) argue that no matter the method for gaining children’s views the most important features should be that ‘the child’s authentic voice is heard and a deliberative one’ (p392). In order to achieve this Archard and Skivenes (2009) suggest a number of points as highlighted in Table 3:

Table 3: Key points to ensure a child’s authentic and deliberative voice is heard (adapted from Archard and Skivenes, 2009, p393)
	Key Points

	· Children clearly need to be adequately informed about and able to understand the issues at stake.

· Information must be provided to children in a manner sensitive to their character, abilities and particular circumstances. 

· If and when children do have questions, these need to be comprehensively answered. 

· It is crucial that there is somebody with whom the children can fully and frankly talk through all the issues. 

· Children need the space and time to think about matters and to form an opinion.


Although the face validity of these assertions is good, Archard and Skivenes (2009) give no theoretical basis or research evidence to back up their claims and therefore the validity and reliability of these claims needs to be questioned. 

1.3 Contact: Visiting Prison

Poehlmann (2005) suggests that ‘young children may need additional emotional support and reassurance to cope effectively with [such] a prison visit so that the experience functions as a positive means of maintaining and strengthening parent-child relationships’ (p693). This is in line with the framework of resilience as encapsulated by attachment theory, (Bowlby, 1969), described earlier. Poehlmann (2005) asserts that if the visit is not child-friendly it can be a catalyst for less positive representations of the parent to be formed and therefore, as described within attachment theory, the children may form less positive representations of themselves as a result. In line with this, Sack and Seidler (1978) conducted interviews with 22 children in the visitors’ waiting room at the Oregon State Penitentiary, USA. Although this is not a comprehensive study as only a small sample was used and it was not UK-based, it does provide some qualitative data about the child’s mood, quality of relationship between the child and their imprisoned father and the child’s understanding of the situation. Important to note, however, is that the data were collected from ‘one off’ interviews and therefore should be interpreted cautiously, as the children may have been distrustful or defensive towards the interviewer and so the information given may be unreliable. Ideally, rather than a one-off interview it may be necessary to talk to the child several times or to talk while participating in their normal everyday activities (Smith et al. 2003, p. 212). Despite this, the authors proposed that for children:

‘Visitation was an important link of continuity in their paternal relationship. Since their peer and general social relationships seemed so barren, this family tie may have been doubly important to them. It also seemed to help them come to terms with conflicts they experienced over this form of separation and perhaps helped ‘square’ the perception of the prisoner-parent in reality, with a more subjective, internalised ‘good parent’. Moreover, visitation for the child may have counteracted initial frightening fantasies about the prison’ (p265).

A study by Stanton (1980) however, highlights factors that need to be considered before a decision about a child’s visitation should be made. Although this study focuses on imprisoned mothers it is important to consider the findings and how they may also relate to imprisoned fathers and their children. Two interviews were conducted with 75 mothers and their children, who were between 4 and 18 years old. A standard interview form was used with open-ended questions and the same interviewer always conducted both interviews, although different sets of interviewers were used for the interviews inside the jail and outside the jail. Tape recording of the interviews within the jail environment was prohibited and therefore hand written notes had to be taken. The use of open-ended questions, hand written notes and different sets of interviewers leaves the data collection procedure open to researcher bias and interpretation as ‘what the researcher brings to the situation in terms of assumptions and preconceptions’ (Robson, 2002, p172) may affect the selection of data for reporting and analysis. This needs to be considered when interpreting the findings form this study. 

The first interview was conducted in jail for an incarcerated mother or at home for a mother on probation, and for both groups, the second interview was conducted at the subject’s residence. The children were seen wherever they were living at the time of the interview. Through these interviews the mothers reported that ‘children were most satisfied with visits when physical contact was allowed and visits were longer than ten minutes’ (p65). This highlights the need for visit arrangements to take into account the child’s needs, such as how long the child requires with their parent and whether physical contact is appropriate. Another finding from this research was that the ‘mother’s attitude toward visitation is extremely important in establishing a favourable atmosphere. A mother who seeks to reassure her child of well-being and her continued concern for the child will quite likely promote a beneficial effect for the child’ (p65). Not only is it important that the environment and arrangements for the visit are considered in terms of the child’s need, but this study highlights the need for the imprisoned parent to be supported and prepared for a visit from their child. If the parent is prepared and is willing to be open with their child, the visit has a more beneficial effect for their child. A visit from children should not always be presumed to be an appropriate action for all families with an imprisoned parent. If the parent does not have a positive attitude toward or relationship with their child visiting this may have a negative impact upon the child. Stanton (1980) also raises the issue of ‘the child’s age and temperament, the length of sentence and the probability of reunion afterward’ (p66) as factors that need to be considered when making a decision about whether visits from the children should be encouraged and arranged. 

If it is deemed appropriate for the chid to visit their parent in prison preparation for the child is key to a successful, less stressful visit. In a report by Loucks (2004) it was highlighted that the Chief Inspector of Prisons for England and Wales had developed a list of expectations for prisoners’ contact with family and friends. In the inspectorate’s view, all visitors should be given ‘clear and up to date information in advance about how to get to the establishment, visiting hours and the procedures to expect when they arrive at the establishment and again whenever circumstances or procedures change’ (July 2001: Expectation 17).

Visiting a parent in prison can be an upsetting and frightening experience for many children. Long journeys, waiting at the prison gates, searches and sniffer dogs, an environment where physical contact or play is difficult can all exacerbate the child’s anxiety and distress (Murray, 2003). Therefore, children need as much support to help them prepare for their first visit and also to provide an opportunity for reflection about the visit. This support can be offered through talking with a supportive adult or friend, or through the use of a workbook or leaflet about the visit (Grimshaw and King, 2002). Family and Corrections Network (FCN) (2002) highlights that through a leaflet the child will receive more information which means they can anticipate more and therefore ‘the greater control the child will have over any anxiety they may be experiencing.’

 1.4 Purpose of the study

The aim of this small-scale research was to elicit children’s views to inform the design of a workbook to prepare and debrief children/ young people after their first visit to see a family member in prison. As highlighted earlier, it is accepted good practice that resources for young people should be based on consultations with them (Social Care Institute for Excellence, 2008). 

Therefore this small-scale research project aimed to elicit the views of children and young people about the design of a workbook to support a child’s/young person’s first visit into a prison within the West Midlands to see a male family member. The focus upon a male family member was due to the categorisation of the prison where there are only male prisoners. Family members’ views were also elicited as it has been acknowledged earlier that family members are part of the child’s support system (Bronfenbrenner, 1977) and can facilitate their coping strategies by offering clear and honest explanations (Poehlmann, 2005). The use of a workbook can provide support for parents of children with a family member in prison, during this period of anxiety (McEvoy and colleagues, 1999) by offering a set of materials to guide discussions about factual information or emotional aspects of the visit.
The aims of this research are highlighted in the table below:

Table 4: Aims of the research

	Aims

	· Elicit the views of children/young people about a draft workbook to inform the final workbook design; 
· Elicit the views of parents/carers about a draft workbook to inform the final workbook design; and
· Discuss the difficulties associated with conducting research centred around prisoner’s children.


2. Methods

2.1 Setting and Context

This study was carried out in a large local authority in the West Midlands in conjunction with the Think Family project. The aim of the Think-Family project was to promote positive outcomes for children who have a male family member in a prison in the West Midlands. Initially the project focussed on establishing procedures within the prison, compatible with the Common Assessment Framework (DCSF, 2010) processes already established in schools, where prisoners could raise concerns they had about a child. Following initial discussions, the prison staff decided they wanted to extend the project, under the broad aim of promoting positive outcomes for children, so that their visiting sessions could become more ‘child-friendly.’ A wide range of agencies was invited to become involved so that professionals from different areas, including the Early Years team, third sector volunteers, the Local Authority’s Common Assessment Framework Team, Parenting projects, Educational Psychology Service and members of staff from the prison, could contribute ideas to help facilitate this project. 
The prison holds up to 1450 adult male prisoners, both convicted and unconvicted. The prison’s primary role is the holding of remand and trial prisoners. The prison has four sentenced wings holding both Category B and Category C. The prison also has a small population of retained Category D prisoners (HM Prison Service, 2009). See Table 5 for an explanation of each category.

Table 5: Categories of prisoners explained (http://www.prisonersfamilieshelpline.org.uk/opus7.html)

	Category
	Description

	A
	Prisoners classified as Category A are those for whom escape must be avoided at all costs as they pose extreme danger to the public. They are placed in top security prisons

	B
	Prisoners classified as Category B are those for whom the maximal conditions of security are not necessary but for who escape must still be made very difficult.

	C
	Prisoners classified as Category C cannot be trusted in open prison conditions, but are seen as not having the resources and motivation to make a determined escape attempt

	D
	Prisoners classified as Category D are those who can be reasonably trusted in open conditions. Prisoners serving longer-term sentences should have their security category reviewed at regular intervals. By the time a prisoner is released they should have moved down to category D.


There were three broad goals that were decided upon by the multi-agencies involved within the Think Family project, which are presented in the table below:

Table 6: Goals of the Think Family Project

	Goals

	1
	To set up processes within the prison that were compatible with the Common Assessment Framework used in schools in order for the imprisoned men to be made more aware of their child’s welfare and to be able to raise any concerns they may have;

	2
	To make visiting the prison more accessible and ‘child friendly,’ through staff from the local children’s centre developing areas within the waiting and visiting rooms where children could have access to games and activities. Staff from the children’s centre would also be available during the visits to interact with the children and to model play and interaction skills to the adults;

	3
	To develop a workbook that could be used to prepare and de-brief children after their first visit to the prison.


Through discussion it was decided that Educational Psychologists were the best placed professionals to design the workbooks due to their understanding of developmental psychology and the role of psychology in understanding a child’s thoughts, feelings and behaviour. It is this final part of the project that this piece of small-scale research supports. 

Three draft workbooks were designed by two trainee educational psychologists and a senior educational psychologist, (see Appendices 1, 2 and 3) to cater for three different age groups: pre-school, primary and secondary aged children/young people. The draft workbook designs were informed by the design of existing leaflets available through Ormiston Children’s and Family Trust (2003). These draft workbooks formed the basis of the semi-structured interviews conducted with children/young people and their families.

2.2 Ethical considerations

According to the British Psychological Society (BPS)  ‘Code of Conduct, Ethical Principles and Guidelines’ (2009) there are ethical considerations that must be followed when conducting research with human participants. Table 7 highlights the most relevant principles to this piece of small-scale research and how they have been adhered to.

Table 7: Ethical considerations (BPS, 2009)

	Ethical principle
	How it has been addressed

	2.1 The essential principle is that the investigation should be considered from the standpoint of all participants; foreseeable threats to their psychological well being, health, values or dignity should be eliminated… It should be borne in mind that the best judge of whether an investigation will cause offence may be members of the population from which the participants in the research are to be drawn.
	A pilot study would have addressed this principle, however due to the time scale of the Think-Family project a pilot study was not conducted before the interviews were carried out. However, each participant was questioned after the interviews about whether they had any concerns that had been raised from any of the questions and a contact number was given to them for the researcher in case any concerns arose following the interview. 

	3.1 Whenever possible, the investigator should inform all participants of the objectives of the investigation. 
	This was explained to the parents/carers in the consent letter (Appendix 4) and also orally explained to both parents/carers and children/young people.

	3.3 Where research involves any persons under 16 years of age, consent should be obtained from parents or from those in loco parentis.
	Consent was gained using the consent letter in Appendix 4.

	5.1 In studies where the participants are aware that they have taken part in an investigation, when the data have been collected, the investigator should provide the participants with any necessary information to complete their understanding of the nature of the research.
	After the semi-structured interviews were conducted the opportunity was given for the participants to ask any further questions about the study and to alleviate any concern the participants may have had.

	6.1 At the onset of the investigation investigators should make plain to participants their right to withdraw from the research at any time.
	This was stated in both the information in the consent letter for parents/carers (Appendix 4) and the consent checklist (Appendix 5) and was explained orally to adult and child participants.

	7.1 Subject to the requirements of legislation, including the Data Protection Act, information obtained about a participant during an investigation is confidential unless otherwise agreed in advance. Participants in psychological research have a right to expect that information they provide will be treated confidentially and, if published, will not be identifiable as theirs. 
	Confidentiality was explained in both the information in the consent letter (Appendix 4) and in the checklist of consent (Appendix 5) after oral discussion of this with all participants. It was also explained that anything a participant expressed during the interview may be included in the written research but would not be identifiable to any participant. 

	8.1 Investigators have a primary responsibility to protect participants from physical and mental harm during the investigation. Normally, the risk of harm must be no greater than in ordinary life, i.e. participants should not be exposed to risks greater than or additional to those encountered in their normal lifestyles.
	Although the questions were not threatening to the psychological well being of the participants, the participants were in an anxious state because of the environment in which the interviews were conducted. The participants were approached within this environment and this may have raised their anxiety levels further. Each participant was given the right to withdraw (as explained in point 6.1) however no alternative time or venue that may have been more convenient, could be offered to the participants as many participants had travelled from other counties to visit their family members in the prison. The participants, at the time of the interviews, would not have known when they would be returning to the prison as they are dependent on the prisoner requesting their visit and prisoners can be moved to different prisons at short notice. 


As highlighted in Table 7, there are some ethical considerations surrounding the participants’ emotional state and also the impact the interviews may have had as a result of obtaining participants’ involvement in the study ‘in-situ’. Ideally information would have been gathered about the design and role of the workbook over a few weeks by giving the workbook to the families and then interviewing them on a subsequent visit. Due to the security restrictions at the prison, however, the visitors could not take the workbooks into the prison with them or bring the workbooks back into the prison. Arranging a follow up interview at the prison would have been difficult as the visitors were unaware of when they would be returning to the prison as the prisoners had to request their presence. Another contributing factor was the distance some of the visitors had to travel (some from London boroughs) and therefore follow-up interviews at their place of residence would have been difficult within the boundaries of this piece of small-scale research. 

2.3 Participants

The participants interviewed were chosen due to their presence at the prison on two separate visiting times. Six children and four parent/carers were interviewed altogether and Tables 8 and 9 summarise the participants’ profiles.

Table 8: Profile of child participants

	Participant
	Sex
	Age
	Ethnicity

	Child 1
	Male
	15
	White

	Child 2
	Male
	5
	Black Caribbean

	Child 3
	Female
	9
	White

	Child 4
	Female
	15
	White

	Child 5
	Female
	5
	White

	Child 6
	Female
	4
	White


Table 9: Profile of adult participants

	Participant
	Sex
	Relationship to child
	Ethnicity

	Parent 1
	Female
	Mother
	White

	Parent 2
	Female
	Mother
	Black Caribbean

	Parent 3
	Female
	Mother
	White

	Parent 4
	Female
	Mother
	White


2.4 Data Collection Procedures

Semi structured interviews, centred on a draft workbook, were conducted to elicit the children’s and parents’/carers’ views of what the final design of the workbooks should be. Arksey and Knight (1999) indicate that it is important to combine methods and activities in an interview, e.g. drawing, playing, writing, playing a game, using pictures, when interviewing younger children. However, time constraints and prison security rules that constrained what materials could be brought into the prison made this difficult. This needs to be considered when interpreting the results from the child interviews and could be an area to consider for future development of this study. 

The table below illustrates the open-ended questions that were asked of the children and parents/carers:

Table 10: Questions used in the interviews with the children and parents/carers

	Questions asked of the children
	Questions asked of the parents/carers

	1. Who are you visiting today?

2. Have you visited him in prison before?

3. How do you feel about coming to the prison to visit him?

4. Here is a booklet that has been made to help children and young people get ready for their first visit into prison. I would really like to get your ideas about it so would you mind having a look at it with me?

5. Do you think this booklet will help children get ready for their first visit into prison? Why?

6. What three things do you like about the booklet? Why?

7. What three things do you think need to be changed about the booklet? Why?

8. Is there anything you think has been missed out of the booklet?

9. Is there anything else you would like to say about the booklet?
	1. Do you think there should be something available to prepare children for their first visit to see a family member in prison?

2. What kind of things should be done?

3. Do you think using a booklet would help?

4. Do you think this booklet will help children get ready for their first visit into prison? Why?

5. What three things do you like about the booklet? Why?

6. What three things do you think need to be changed about the booklet? Why?

7. Is there anything you think has been missed out of the booklet?

8. Is there anything else you would like to say about the booklet?


Robson (2002) suggests that the sequence of questions within an interview should be as described in Table 11:

Table 11: Sequence of questions in an interview (adapted from Robson, 2002, p277)

	Question Type
	Related question from interview schedule used

	Introduction where the interviewer introduces themselves and explains the purpose of the interview.
	Built into agreeing consent to take part in the interview

	‘Warm-up’ where easy, non-threatening questions are used to settle both the interviewer and interviewee.
	Questions one and two for children, and question one for the adults as ‘warm-up’ questions

	Main body of the interview, which includes questions covering the main purpose of the interview.
	Questions three to eight for children and two to seven for adults as the main body of the interview, focusing on the design of the workbooks.

	‘Cool off’ where there are a few straightforward questions at the end to defuse any tension that might have built up.
	The last question for each participant as a ‘cool-off,’ straightforward question.

	Closure where ‘thank you and goodbye’ are said.
	Built into the interview at the end


Semi-structured interviews were used to allow the interviewer to be flexible in the approach so that the participant’s views could be explored and expanded upon. The use of open-ended questions in interviews allowed the ‘interviewer to probe so that he/she may go into more depth as necessary, or to clear up any misunderstandings’ (Cohen et al. 2008. p357).

The participants were initially approached whilst they waited on the landing outside the visits hall and the aim of the research was orally explained to them. Consent was gained from the children’s parent/carer for their own involvement and for their child’s involvement in the project using the information and consent letter in Appendix 4, while the children’s consent was gained through an age-appropriate oral description of the activity and also a signed checklist to show the children understood what they had been told (Appendix 5). 

A colleague and I conducted the interviews as we believed two researchers could interview more participants during the maximum of thirty minutes that the families were waiting before they entered the visiting room.  

The use of two researchers is an important point of consideration as it was Nietzsche who attacked the idea of knowledge as ‘disinterested, which attends the epistemological enterprise and claim(ed) that the activity of knowing is rooted in our affective constitution’ (Owen, 1995 p33). The goals, values, beliefs and motivation of the researcher, and of the object of the research, are interlinked with their past and present experiences and also their understanding and experience of the research itself. Those involved with the research have a ‘consciousness that is neither disembedded nor disembodied; knowing, like seeing, is an activity, which attends the embedded and embodied character of human subjectivity’ (Owen, 1995 p33). Each researcher will have their own past and present experience and therefore will bring different beliefs and understanding to the interviews that may in some way ‘affect the way in which they behave in the research setting… or the selection of data for reporting and analysis’ (Robson, 2002, p172). As a result of this semi-structured interviews, as opposed to unstructured interviews or structured interviews were deemed the most appropriate data collection method to adopt in order to reduce researcher bias as much as possible through the use of a structured approach, whilst still allowing the opportunity for the participants’ answers to be explored further if necessary. These points are important to consider when analysing and interpreting the results from the semi-structured interviews.

3. Results

The full responses from each participant can be seen, in written format, in Appendix 6.Thematic analysis was used to identify and analyse the patterns (themes) within data collected from the semi-structured interviews (Braun and Clark, 2006). Thematic analysis was used because it has a theoretical freedom and the flexibility to provide a rich and detailed account of data. However, it is important to recognise that the absence of clear and concise guidelines around thematic analysis can mean that the ‘anything goes’ critique of qualitative research (Antaki et al., 2002) could be applied to this method. Further to this, the flexibility of the method could mean that the potential range of things that can be said about the data is broad and can make developing specific guidelines for higher-phase analysis difficult, which can be potentially inadequate to the researcher with lots of data trying to decide what aspects to focus on. Braun and Clark (2006) suggest another issue to consider is that a ‘thematic analysis has limited interpretative power beyond mere description if it is not used within an existing theoretical framework that anchors the analytic claims that are made’ (p97). 

After coding the participant responses, the key themes about the design of the workbooks that emerged from the thematic analysis were: 1) inclusion of rules/procedures/prison specific information, 2) use of drawings and pictures, 3) child friendly layout, 4) emotional aspects, 5) other. The table below highlights the responses made within each theme:

Table 12: Themes arising from thematic analysis of the interview data

	Theme
	Adult and Child/Young Person responses

	1. Inclusion of rules/procedures/  prison specific information
	· I like that it (the workbook) tells you what happens.

· I like it because it’s got rules in what you can and can’t do.

· The (prison) specific section would help because it shows what’s going to happen.

	2.Drawings and pictures
	· I like that you can draw.

· It needs more signs or pictures so you can circle how you get to the prison, for example the Travel West Midlands sign.

· I like the drawing pictures.

· I would like a picture of the inside of the prison too.

· It would be better if the picture (of the prison) was at the front.

· I don’t like writing, needs more pictures.

· Drawing is good because children like drawing.

· Needs more pictures.

· I like you can draw a picture of who they are visiting, you could send it to them.

	3. Child friendly layout
	· Need more colour to make it interesting for children.

· I want colour- pink, silver and gold.

· Bubbles instead of squares would make it more child friendly and cartoon characters to help children understand what they have to do on each page.

· The questions about getting there makes it fun.

	4. Emotional aspects
	· It is a nervous time (going to the prison).

· I like the things that you like and don’t like (pages in the workbook).

· Having the chance to express their feelings (one thing they liked).

· Asking about emotions (one thing they liked).

	5. Other
	· There is learning involved as well as preparing the children.

· It’s helpful because it teaches you lots of things.

· I like the ‘About me’ because it’s interesting.


All the adult participants reported that the workbooks were a good idea to support children and that they would use them with their children if they were available.

4. Discussion

4.1 Workbooks
The results from this small-scale study indicated that children and their parents/carers felt positively about the use of workbooks to support children’s understanding of the prison visit and to contribute to preparing them more effectively for the visit. There were several themes that were highlighted from the interviews with the first being the inclusion of rules/procedures/prison specific information into the workbook as this was considered important in preparing children for their visit to prison. 

4.1.1 Inclusion of rules/procedures/prison specific information
Several charities and associations have detailed what should be included in material that has the purpose of informing children about, or preparing children for visits to prison. The Family and Corrections Network (FCN) (2002) highlights that a leaflet needs to:

‘Describe the ride to the institution, what the institution looks like, and what the check-in procedures will be. The more information the child has and the more he can anticipate, the greater control the child will have over any anxiety they may be experiencing.’ 

In line with this the Children of Prisoners Library facts and issues sheet 105 (accessed 2010) purports that ‘the known is always easier than the imagined…when possible, be truthful’ (p8).
 An additional point, related to the inclusion of information in the workbook was highlighted during the interview of child participant 1. Whilst discussing the workbooks an officer walked past with a dog ready to search the visitors as they walked in. The young person became more anxious at the sight of this dog and when questioned about it he replied that a dog had attacked him the previous night and he did not know dogs could be used to search visitors before they entered the visits hall. This is an example of how the workbook could have prepared child participant 1 by informing him of all the possible events that could occur during his visit and therefore reduce his anxiety levels when he arrived. It is also important to consider, however, that if the child had access to this information prior to their visit it may have raised their anxieties and resulted in them not attending the visit session. This indicates a potential risk of a child using the workbook without the presence of a supportive adult who can discuss any anxiety or uncertainty that arises from the information presented.

4.1.2 Use of drawings and pictures and child-friendly layout

The use of drawings and pictures was another key theme highlighted by all participants and ensuring the layout of the workbook was child friendly was seen to be essential. Loucks (2004) suggested that material to help children to learn about imprisonment and understand their own feelings could be formulated in several ways and it seems the participants in this study favoured the use of drawings in the workbooks and opportunities for the children to draw, rather than too much writing. However, as highlighted by Child Participant 3, who stated she did not like the drawing bits because ‘I don’t like drawing,’ all children are different and therefore the workbook needs to contain a range of different formats to cater for different children’s likes and dislikes.
4.1.3 Emotional aspects

Another important theme that arose was that the participants liked the aspects of the workbook that supported a discussion or identification of emotional aspects to the prison visit. Poelhmann (2005) suggested that ‘young children may need additional emotional support and reassurance to cope effectively with such a prison visit’ (p693) and the workbook offers a way of facilitating this support. Further, the FCN (2002) describe the need for material to ‘help the child to identify and label their feelings and offer them reassurance’ and to ‘help the child to formulate questions for their parent and help them focus and rehearse the specific things they want to tell their parent about.’ This is because ‘helping the child focus on a few specific topics for discussion will in turn help them organise their thoughts.’ A note of caution must be made however, as previously noted, that without a supportive adult facilitating the use of the workbook a child’s emotional state could be negatively impacted upon if any feelings of anxiety or worry are produced by the workbook and are left unexplained or resolved.

In a similar way to this study, although on a larger scale, Grimshaw and King (2002) conducted an assessment of information resources and support materials for families and friends of prisoners and for professionals working with them in the UK, Europe, USA, and other English-speaking countries. Among their main findings were that:
· Leaflets deal best with priority issues such as getting support, informing children, and preparing for a first visit to prison.

· Stimulus material can be useful if it gives expression to feelings that do not emerge in ordinary conversation. 

· Resources for young children should be based on consultation with them. 

· Resources for young people should use quotes from young people, focus on getting the facts straight and assure young people that their self-esteem can be undiminished.

An extension to this study would be to develop a guide for parents/carers, or a supportive adult, to help the child/young person complete the booklet. There is a potential role for school and teachers, as acknowledged by the charity ‘Ormiston’ which has produced a fact sheet entitled ‘Time for Families.’ Attending school is a large part of a child’s day and therefore ‘teachers will recognise that children visiting prison may be anxious and excited before the visit, and show signs of stress afterwards.’ An important note is that all children will react differently and therefore some children may want to talk about the visit and some may not, but no child should be asked to share more information than they wish to (www.ormiston.org). The involvement of school staff is important; however, within the Local Authority there is currently no system for identifying children of prisoners to school staff so that they may give any additional support that is needed. The ethical considerations of sharing sensitive information, such as whether a child has a family member in prison, poses a tension linked to confidentiality and stigma that would need to be resolved before any identification system could be implemented. This highlights a possible area for joint future research and development for the Local Authority and the Educational Psychology Service.

4.2 The Educational Psychologist’s (EP’s) role in gaining children’s views. 

Lundy (2007) emphasised that in order for children’s views to be effectively and appropriately elicited ‘there is a need for psychologists to provide insights into children’s capacity, sociologists to document the social impacts of compliance and non-compliance, and educationalists to identify the educational benefits and most effective practices within schools’ (p940). Although this provides a simplistic division of role between professionals and does not show the multiple levels of involvement each professional can have with a child, it does highlight the combined psychological and educational knowledge and skills an EP has and therefore illustrates the role they can play in gaining children’s views. Hobbs et al. (2000) note, however, that consulting with children poses difficulties for EP practice and warn that ‘Educational Psychologists cannot just ask the child for their view of their situation, and expect them to tell us’ (p110). In support, Armstrong (1995) found that when a child was asked their view, they often said nothing, as they did not know what to say. Further to this, Armstrong et al. (1993), focusing specifically on statutory assessment, found that children rarely believed that genuine attempts were made by EPs to involve them or even encourage them to contribute.

Harding and Atkinson (2009) report in their study that questionnaires, skills profiles, self-report scales and sentence completion tasks were often used by EPs. Caution needs to be taken when using these approaches, as Quike (2003) writes that ‘off the shelf’ questionnaires and attitude scales may not relate to existing views of the particular pupils involved and that many of the approaches have a limited frame of reference. The use of open-ended questions, through a semi-structured interview in this study, aimed to reduce this risk by allowing the children and interviewer to explore themes within questions.

Notably, May (2004) points out that the emphasis on professionals eliciting children’s perspectives relies on adult interpretation of the pupils’ responses, which may lead to inaccuracies in how the voice of the pupil is represented. Alderson (2000) emphasises the limitations of a one-off meeting in enabling effective consultation with children to take place. Rapport, identified by Beaver (2003) as an important feature during consultations, cannot be sufficiently built during a short, one-off meeting, and therefore this needs acknowledging when interpreting the results from the interviews with children in this study. If the child felt no rapport, or connection with the researcher, did they give answers to the questions that reflected their true opinions or did they simply give answers to the questions in order to hurry the interview up? 

4.3 Methodological challenges and future directions

There were a number of methodological challenges, illustrated by this small-scale research, concerning work with children who have a family member in prison. The identification of this population of children was difficult because of the lack of records available within the policies and procedures of the Local Authority and the prison. Only children who visited the prison on the two occasions that the researchers were present at the prison during visiting times could be identified as potential participants in this study. A further implication of this was that the children had to be interviewed whilst they waited to go into the visits hall to see their family member. This has a number of ethical limitations (discussed in section 2.2) and also consequences for the collection and interpretation of the data as detailed in the table below.

Table 13: Considerations when interpreting the data collected

	Consideration
	Implication for interpretation of data

	The children were in a heightened emotional state because of where they were interviewed, the unfamiliarity of the surroundings and the presence of the researcher, asking questions, may have added to this emotional arousal. 


	· May have resulted in the participants not engaging fully with the questions about the workbooks and giving answers that were quick and sufficient to satisfy the researcher.

· In order to conduct an effective child interview, Arskey and Knight (1999) highlight the importance of putting the child at ease quickly and helping them to feel confident, however this was made difficult by the surroundings the interviews were conducted in and the nervous emotional state many of the children said they were in.
· Ideally the participants needed time to read the workbooks and engage with the text, away from the prison environment, so that they fully understood the purpose and content before they answered questions about it.

	The interviews had to be conducted on the landing outside the visits hall.
	· Other visitors were around which may have resulted in the participants being conscious about the answers they gave, and so giving public rather than private view points. 
· This is also highlighted by Harden et al (2000) who argue that it is not only the surroundings but also the researcher-child relationship that can cause bias in the participants’ answers. 
· Harden et al (2000) also argue that interviews with children should be particularly problematic because the power relations between adult researchers and children are likely to increase the tendency of children to give public rather than private accounts in the interview setting.

	Lack of privacy
	· Other visitors, officers and activity around them distracted the participants. This may have impacted upon the participants’ cognitive processing of their answers and therefore this needs to be considered when interpreting the results. 


This small-scale research study aimed to give a small number of children within this population a voice about the design of a workbook to be used as a tool to mediate coping with prison visits. It has also acknowledged the methodological challenges in identifying children of prisoners and in collecting reliable data from this population. 

Future studies need to be undertaken that focus on monitored implementation of the workbooks, over time and with a sample of children/young people and families so that the question of how children’s/young people’s needs are best addressed and the function the workbook fulfils can be considered in more depth. In addition, the role of a supportive adult needs to be considered in order for the workbook to be used with children/young people in a sensitively attuned way, over time.  A case study methodology could be used, which is the  ‘development of detailed, intensive knowledge about a single ‘case’, or of a small number of related ‘cases’ (Robson, 2002, p89). This methodology would allow the study of children/young people and their families, using the workbook, within familiar contexts, and data about this could be collected using a range of techniques (Robson, 2002). Although case study can be considered ‘a ‘soft option’, possibly admissible as an exploratory precursor to some more ‘hard-nosed experiment or survey’ (Robson, 2002, p179) Cook and Campbell (1979) see case studies as a fully legitimate alternative to experimentation in appropriate circumstances. However, the methodological challenges acknowledged within this study would need to be considered carefully. 
5. Conclusion

The literature review from the current study highlighted the need for appropriate interventions and strategies to be put into place to support children of prisoners and this small-scale research focused on the development of a workbook to prepare children for their first visit into prison to see a family member. The aims of this small-scale research were to elicit the views of children of prisoners and their parents/carers to inform the design of the workbook and also to discuss the difficulties of conducting research with this population.  Using semi-structured interviews with children of prisoners and their parents/carers, and applying thematic analysis to the collected responses, five key themes were identified regarding the content of the workbook. However, as acknowledged and reported by this study, there are methodological and practical difficulties surrounding the identification of this population of children and the collection of reliable data. While the reported methodological issues, such as adequate identification, associated ethical considerations and the lack of information to ensure adequate follow-up work, need to be carefully considered, it is important that these children are given a voice and are listened to if appropriate interventions and strategies are to be put into place to support their emotional well-being. There is a scarcity of research focusing on eliciting the views of children/young people from this group and therefore more work is needed to encourage the participation of these children in research.  Discussion about the role of EP’s within this research has illustrated the potential involvement EPs could have in contributing to this area and their psychological and educational insights that can be used to ensure the children’s authentic and deliberative voice is heard (Hading and Atkinson (2009). Further time needs to be invested in eliciting information so that a broader exploration of children’s needs in relation to their emotional well-being can be conducted. 
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