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L. M. (8 years): When my dad comes out of jail,

he’ll take me to a football match.

We are cheering for the same team.

He will buy me popcorn and we’ll be having a good time.

Abstract

It is estimated that in Croatia 12 000 - 15 000 children aged 0 to 18 have one or both parents in pris-
on. When taking ex-prisoners into account, that number is even higher. While the prison system, in
cooperation with NGOs, has made big steps towards supporting family ties through children friendly
visiting areas, adjusted protocols of child’s entrance in the prison, and programs for strengthening pa-
rental competencies of prisoners, the education system has not made significant steps in recognizing the
needs of children of (ex) prisoners. The results of this research showed that educational professionals
assess peer support as a major need of children of (ex) prisoners, alongside successful school graduation.
Structurally, the attitudes of educational professionals are characterized with disparity and confusion.
Educational professionals emphasize a child’s close monitoring and observation for timely recognition of
misconduct. Close monitoring, the expectation of misconduct, and high demands regarding a child’s ac-
ademic achievement are congruent with the biological determinism paradigm. The obtained results can
be used for further research on this issue, and for designing lifelong learning programs for educational
professionals about adequate strategies for supporting children of (ex) prisoners, and for (ex) prisoners,
as parents.
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Sazetak

Procjenjuje se kako u Republici Hrvatskoj godisnje 12 000 — 15 000 djece u dobi do 18 godina ima jednog
ili oba roditelja na sluzenju zatvorske kazne. Kada se dodaju i djeca ciji su roditelji bili u zatvoru, brojka
je iveca. | dok je zatvorski sustayv, kroz suradnju s nevladinim sektorom, nacinio velike korake naprijed u
smisli podrzavanja obiteljskih veza i jacanja roditeljskih kapaciteta zatvorenika uredivanjem prostora za
posjete koji su primjereni djeci, mijenjanje protokola ulaska djeteta u prostor za posjete, kao i uvodenje
programa jacanja roditeljskih kompetencija, odgojno-obrazovni sustav nije nacinio znacajnije pomake u
prepoznavanju potreba djece ciji su roditelji (bili) u zatvoru. Rezultati provedenog istrazivanja pokazu-
ju kako odgojno-obrazovni stru¢njaci kao najvazniju potrebu djece (bivsih) zatvorenika vide vrSnjacku
podrsku, uz zavrSetak formalnog obrazovanja. Strukturalno, u stavovima prevladava neujednacenost i
konfuzija te odgojno-obrazovni stru¢njaci naglasak stavljaju na monitoring i pracenje djece i u¢enika radi
pravovremenog uocavanja nepozeljnih ponasanja. Blisko nadziranje ponasanja, ocekivanje problema u
radu s djecom (bivsih) zatvorenika te visoki zahtjevi u pogledu akademskih postignuca u skladu su s par-
adigmom bioloSkog determinizma. Dobiveni rezultati mogu se koristiti za daljnje istraZivanje ove teme
kao i za osmisljavanje programa edukacije za odgojitelje, ucitelje, nastavnike i stru¢ne suradnike na temu
pruzanja primjerene podrske djeci i obiteljima (bivsih) zatvorenika, ali i zatvorenicima kao roditeljima.

Kljucne rijeci: djeca (bivsih) zatvorenika, pedagoski stru¢njaci, potrebe djece, stavovi

INTRODUCTION

Children of (ex) prisoners are often addressed as a truly invisible population because of their
unfavorable family situation, which is rarely known, or which is covered with silence, as well
as hidden from others due to social stigma related to parental imprisonment. It is less known
about the needs of children of (ex) prisoners because researchers are more oriented towards
the identification of risk factors for misconduct and delinquency within this population of chil-
dren, and there is a scientific gap regarding the environmental factors which could contribute
to raising their quality of life. An incarcerated parent is a priori a parent with low parental
skills, or at least potentially low parental skills, devoid of love for their children and families.
Societal expectations are also present, so society exerts pressure resulting in families giving
up their incarcerated members. Children of (ex) prisoners suffer from the stigmatization of
felonies they have not committed ?, and are often rejected by their immediate surroundings
(peers, other family members, neighborhoods) due to parental offense. Therefore, it is neces-
sary to scrutinize this approach, especially in cases when offenses are not against a child, and
when adequate parent-child relations were present before incarceration. While the prison
system in Croatia has made significant steps in raising the quality of relations between chil-
dren and incarcerated parents (e.g., equipping children-friendly visiting rooms, programs for
raising prisoners’ parental skills, etc.), the education system, as always, falls behind societal

1  International network Children of Prisoners Europe (COPE) every year in June conducts a campaign ,,Not my crime, still my sen-
tence “ to raise awareness on the rights and needs of children of incarcerated parents.
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changes. One reason is a lack of information about parental incarceration and discontinuity in
cooperation between the education system and other systems such as the social and welfare
system, the prison system, jurisdiction, ombudsman’s office, counseling services, NGOs, etc.),
so teachers are often not informed that a parent was/is incarcerated. Another reason for inad-
equate support is the lack of scientific research in pedagogy and rehabilitation, but not for the
purpose of identification of risk factors for misconduct, but rather for identifying the factors
of life quality, including peer relations. Fortunately, teachers are one of the few professions
who always express the need for additional training, enabling enough space for future work
on this issue.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH

In the literature about children of (ex) prisoners, the paradigm of biological determinism is
strongly present. The scientific literature on this issue emphasizes the fact of parental incarcer-
ation as a direct risk factor for misconduct in childhood and adolescence. Prominent scientists
from the field of criminology (Farrington, Coid and Murray, 2009; Murray and Murray, 2010;
Farrington et al., 2015) claim that parental incarceration is a significant risk factor for develop-
ing later antisocial and offending behaviors in adulthood. Besides the risk for offenses, some
authors (Van der Rakt, Murray and Niewbeera, 2011; Wakesfield and Wildreman, 2014) sug-
gest that prisoners’ children are at higher risk of school drop-out and are at greater risk of pov-
erty due to lack of formal competencies. The question of parental incarceration is one of the
issues in criminology, however, educational sciences and pedagogy rarely address this issue.
Nevertheless, in the last 5 to 10 years, a significant number of authors who have scrutinized
the influence of immediate surroundings on children’s behavior have emerged, sometimes
propelled by their own experiences. In that contextual perspective, the major mechanism for
misconduct is the child’s adverse experiences with proximal surroundings (families, neighbor-
hoods, peers, teachers, etc.), and not parental incarceration per se. A prominent advocate of
children of incarcerated parents, Alain Bourgeba (2017) says that teachers during their profes-
sional working career averagely meet 25 children of incarcerated parents, the number being
even larger when an educational institution is in a certain social milieu. In his opinion, children
of incarcerated parents stumble upon many obstacles, the majority emerging from the lack
of understanding and support from immediate surroundings. Therefore, teachers should be-
come aware of their influences and potential effects on the life of a child of an incarcerated
parent (ibid.). A child of (ex) prisoner could manifest risk of misconduct due to social stigma
(Schlafer and Poehimann, 2010), lower parental support, or incarcerated parent’s lower pa-
rental skills (Kjellstrand and Eddy, 2011), which should be an input for teachers in the process
of providing adequate support oriented towards the strengthening the quality relations with
surroundings and not towards the corrective-penological procedures. The education system
has a significant role in the child’s quality of life, which is shown in the fact that children of (ex)
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offenders are more likely to drop out from school than their peers living with both parents. The
reason is not their wish to leave the education system, yet the need to make income for their
families (Miller and Barnes, 2015). They often live in poverty and thus enter the labor market
quite early, to provide the income needed for everyday needs. Unfortunately, under-skilled
workers are underpaid, doing heavy physical jobs, and entering the vicious circle of poverty.
Therefore, adequate support in educational institutions could provide positive long-term ef-
fects. Although teachers have limited access to the socio-economic status of families, they can
have a quite big influence on peer support. Contemporary research has revealed that children
of (ex) prisoners are at great risk of peer exclusion and peer rejection (Cochran, Siennick and
Mears, 2018) and that peer exclusion leads to misconduct, including peer violence (Foster and
Hagan, 2015; Johnston and Sullivan, 2017). In the contextual influence paradigm, which em-
phasizes providing adequate support and destigmatization, teachers are considered to have a
great influence on processes contributing to the quality of life of families as well as making the
educational institutions places of well-being for children of (ex) prisoners.

The paradigm shift, from biological determinism toward contextual influences paradigm, has
slowly emerged in Croatia and slowly emphasizes the importance of education and teachers.
Previous research in Croatia has revealed that preschool teachers and primary school teachers
express a high level of conformism directed at declarative protection of children’s rights, with
an emphasis on preventive actions and monitoring the child’s behavior (Romstein and Gab-
elica Supljika, 2018), and inconsistency during the work with children, alongside with social
conformism built between biological determinism and pedagogical optimism (Gabelca Supl-
jika, Romstein, and Gabelica Supljika, 2018). As main challenges, when talking about children
of prisoners, teachers articulate a lack of information about parental incarceration, i.e., infor-
mation regarding the situation in the family, lack of professional competencies to address the
child’s needs, and absence of support outside the educational system (Romstein and Gabelica
Supljika, 2018). In that sense, this paper and research within the project? aimed at raising the
awareness of the needs of children of (ex) prisoners and advocating the quality of their lives
through social stigma reduction and strengthening the network of support, emphasizing the
influence the education system has on the lives of those children and families.

METHODOLOGY

The research was conducted online in November and December 2020, with the main purpose
of getting an insight into attitudes of educational experts, i.e., preschool teachers, primary
school teachers, secondary school teachers, and associates towards the children of (ex) pris-
oners.

2 The research was conducted within the project UP.04.2.1.05.0006 INCLUDED COMMUNITIES. The research was co-funded by the
European Social Fund. The main host was the Association of Parents Step by Step, and partners were the Association of Parents
in Action RODA and Public Open University Step by Step.
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The main research question was: What is the structure of educational experts towards the
children of (ex) prisoners?

For that purpose, the questionnaire was prepared, and the results are presented below.
Participants

In total, 162 educational experts from all parts of Croatia have participated in the research,
5.6% males and 94.4% females. Most of the participants hold a graduate degree (MA studies)
N=124 (76.5%), followed by an undergraduate degree (BA studies) N=35 (21.6%), one partic-
ipant holds a secondary school diploma (0.6%), one has a Master of Science degree (0.6%),
while one participant holds a PhD degree (0.6%). Almost every third participant (precisely,
28.40%) has had more than 25 years of working experience in education. Furthermore, 17.5%
have worked in the education system from 1 to 5 years, 16.05% have had from 6 to 10 years of
working experience, 14.20% from 21 to 25 years of working experience, 13.58% from 11 to 14
years of working experience, and the least number of participants (5.56%) have had between
21 and 25 years of working experience. Also, there was a quite small number of pre-service/
in-training teachers (4.94%).

Most participants work as associates N=78 (48.15%), mostly (68.42%) in primary school. From
the total number, 21% (N=34) of participants work as primary school teachers, 13.6% (N=22)
as preschool teachers, 7.4% (N=12) as secondary school teachers, and 6.8% (N=11) were prin-
cipals. Also, some other professionals participated, e.g. special education teachers.

Almost half of the participants (49.07%) said that they have had some previous working expe-
riences with children of (ex) prisoners, while 10.56% did not know whether they had previous-
ly worked with this population of children.

The Questionnaire

Since there is no questionnaire regarding the attitudes of teachers towards the children of (ex)
prisoners, the presented one has been designed. In accordance with epidemiological issues,
the questionnaire was installed online via Google docs, and the link was shared via social net-
works. The questionnaire consisted of three parts: the first part included socio-demographic
guestions, such as gender, a formal level of education, current working place, years of work-
ing experience, and previous experience with children of (ex) prisoners. The second part had
three subscales: affects (11 items), behavior (11 items), and cognition (11 items), which partic-
ipants assessed in accordance with their level of agreement with the offered statement (i.e.,
items). The third part included the needs of children of (ex) prisoners based on the myths and
facts, which participants could assess as true or false.
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RESULTS

Table 1. Affective aspects of teachers’ attitudes towards children/pupils of (ex) prisoners

Levels of agreement (%)

Item | totally I I | totally
disagree | disagree | agree agree
Al |l don’t mind having a child of (ex) prisoner
. 8.6 - - 91.4
in my classroom.
A2 | When a child of (ex) prisoner is upset, |
28.4 31.5 21.1 16.0
am upset too.
A3 | Children of (ex) prisoners are constantly
L 17.3 42.6 34.0 6.2
exposed to injustice.
A4 | The child of (ex) prisoners is at risk of
. i oo 30.9 34.6 28.4 6.2
becoming a prisoner later in life.
A5 | Children suffer due to parental
incarceration. 0.6 8.0 25.9 65.4
A6 | As an individual, | can’t help a child of an
. 38.3 37.7 19.1 4.9
(ex) prisoner.
A7 | Children have their “own ways” of coping
. . 4.9 25.3 42.0 27.8
with a family situation.
A8 || canimagine myself in this situation (in
. ) ) . 10.5 24.1 40.1 25.3
which a child of an (ex) prisoner is in).
A9 | I always try to have “my eyes on” a child
. . . 321 42.0 22.8 3.1
of (ex) prisoner, i.e., to be near him/her.
A10 | A child is not responsible for the actions
. - - 3.1 96.9
of their parents.
A1l | Children of (ex) prisoners are difficult to
61.7 28.4 8.0 1.9

educate and raise.
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Item

Levels of agreement (%)

| totally
disagree

I
disagree

I
agree

| totally
agree

P1

For adequate support of a child’s
development, it is important to honor its
background.

0.6

0.6

20.4

78.4

P2

It is necessary to avoid the open
expression of emotions before the child
of an (ex) prisoner.

43.2

34.0

16.7

6.2

P3

It is necessary to strengthen peer support
for a child of (ex) prisoners.

0.6

1.2

22.2

75.9

P4

It is important to get as much as possible
information about the offense (i.e., the
ground of parental incarceration).

23.5

34.6

27.2

14.8

P5

It is necessary to maintain distance with
a child of an (ex) prisoner (i.e., not to get
emotionally attached to a child).

46.3

37.7

111

4.9

P6

It is important to support a child’s thriving
to maintain connections with the (ex)
incarcerated parent.

1.2

11.1

35.8

51.9

P7

The pedagogical work with a child of (ex)
prisoners should be without high goals.

65.4

241

9.9

0.6

P8

The pedagogical work with children
of (ex) prisoners is difficult and with
uncertain outcomes.

45.7

34.6

17.9

1.9

P9

The fact about parental incarceration is
not important when it comes to planning
and conducting pedagogical work.

16.7

29.6

27.2

26.5

P10

The (ex) incarcerated parent should not
be mentioned in front of other children.

111

17.9

30.2

40.7

P11

The questions about parental
incarceration should be carefully
articulated to a child.

0.6

8.0

38.3

511
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Table 3. Cognitive aspects of teachers’ attitudes towards children of (ex) prisoners

Levels of agreement (%)

Item | totally I I | totally
disagree | disagree | agree agree
K1 | Children of (ex) prisoners are prone to
. o . . 1.2 11.1 38.9 48.8

stigmatization in immediate surroundings.
K2 | For a child’s success, quality cooperation

with the (ex) incarcerated parent is 13.6 32.1 37.0 17.3

necessary.
K3 | Parental imprisonment influences the

development of psychopathology in 8.6 31.5 42.0 17.9

childhood and adolescence.

K4 | Children of (ex) prisoners use drugs more
. 25.3 48.1 24.1 2.5
often than their peers.

K5 | Children of (ex) prisoners often end up in
correctional institutions (in the so-called 24.7 50.0 22.8 2.5
juvenile detention centers).

K6 | Children of (ex) prisoners are more often
) . 23.5 51.9 22.2 2.5
aggressive than their peers.

K7 | Children of (ex) prisoners more often have
poor grades and are more often absent 24.1 42.6 30.9 2.5
from schools than their peers.

K8 | Children of (ex) prisoners are more prone
to socially unacceptable behavior than 19.8 48.8 29.6 1.9
their peers.

K9 | Children of (ex) prisoners often disrespect
. 26.5 43.8 27.2 2.5
the authority of teachers.

K10 | Children of (ex) prisoners drop out of

. . 29.6 46.9 19.8 3.7
school earlier than their peers.

K11 | Children of (ex) prisoners have health
) . 37.7 43.8 16.0 2.5
issues more often than their peers.

In the second part of the questionnaire, participants assessed the needs of children of (ex)
prisoners. According to their opinion, the most important need of children of (ex) prisoners is
a good relationship with peers, followed by learning and school completion, and psychothera-
py and a quality relationship with the (ex) incarcerated parent. The least assessed needs were
quality relationships with other (non-incarcerated) parents and support from the immediate
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surrounding. Other needs, as assessed by participants, were protection from stigmatization,
supporting the sense of self-worth, empathy from others, sense of security, etc.

As far as myths of children of (ex) prisoners are concerned, almost all participants (93.21%)
think that it is very important to closely observe a child’s behavior for timely recognition of
misconduct. Also, the participants thought that emphasis in pedagogical work should be on
the prevention of misconduct and potential offense in adulthood — 80.86% of participants
agreed with this myth.

INTERPRETATION

Structurally, the attitudes of educational professionals (preschool teachers, primary school
teachers, secondary school teachers, and associates) are inconsistent and uneven. In the do-
main of effects, the positivity and orientation towards pedagogical optimism are mostly pres-
ent. Participants would gladly accept a child of an (ex) prisoner in their classroom, they could
picture themselves in this position, and they admit that children are not responsible for the
actions of their parents. In the domain of behavior, neutrality is present, which can be noticed
in their orientation towards general principles of developmentally appropriate practice with
a simplification, e.g., they highly agree on the need to honor a child’s background, yet they
do not need information on parental incarceration to adjust their work to the child’s needs.
In the domain of cognition, participants revealed their orientation towards the biological de-
terminism paradigm, i.e., they see parental incarceration as the main contributor to a child’s
psychopathology.

Briefly, educational professionals are “wandering” and searching for adequate behaviors to-
wards the children of (ex) prisoners. In that sense, most of them strongly agree that children
of (ex) prisoners are exposed to injustice, but at the same time, they would closely observe the
child so they could timely identify misconduct. Also, they recognize the need for peer support
as an important aspect of the quality of a child’s life, yet they would not mention incarcerated
parents in front of the other children, and they would carefully approach the child with ques-
tions about a parent in prison. It looks like educational professionals do recognize the need
for support, yet they do not recognize the potential situations within which support can be
provided, as well as tools needed for such actions. A major problem emerged in this research
—educational professionals do not recognize the myths and facts about children of (ex) prison-
ers. They misunderstand the myths and facts, which can be seen in a high level of agreement
about the necessity for close observation of children of (ex) prisoners, as a potentially prob-
lematic population of children and pupils. Educational professionals lack an insight into the
connection between their own behavior and peer behavior, i.e., that this necessity is closely
connected to the biological determinism paradigm and can directly influence peer rejection.
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DISCUSSION

Educational professionals recognize the need for destigmatization on a declarative level. How-
ever, they would practice certain actions which could further strengthen the stigma. It can
mainly be seen in their continuous demand to closely observe those children and seek early
signs of misconduct. Structurally, the attitudes of educational professionals are inconsistent
and uneven, especially in the domain of cognition where they have shown the orientation
towards the biological determinism paradigm, which is influenced by the scientific canon.
The possible reason might be the gap in research into contextual influences on children’s be-
haviors and too much focus on statistics, with a lack of understating the reasons which con-
tributed to these numbers. l.e., certain misbehaviors such as aggression, school drop-out,
and poor academic achievement are generated due to lack of support, not due to parental
incarceration per se, as confirmed by several authors (Schalfer and Poehmann, 2010; Miller
and Barnes, 2015). In that context, preventive actions in the education system should include
learning to support and build a support network (peer support and adult support to a child),
and not solely observe and early identify misconduct. Bourgeba (2017, p.7) calls a declara-
tive expression of understanding without adults’ actual involvement in raising the quality of
child’s life as “emotional make-up”, i.e., superficial, and restricted adults’ behavior without a
deeper connection to a child, where child’s perspective is less relevant. Therefore, teachers
and educational professionals must become “mentors of resilience” (fr. tuteurs de résilience),
providing support in coping and resilience building. In Croatia, and around the globe as well,
there is a lack of qualitative research on contextual issues and factors, which could be used as
pillars for daily pedagogical work with children of (ex) prisoners. Science has the responsibility
to provide relevant and adequate information, based on the reality and intersectoral cooper-
ation between practitioners, NGOs, and other stakeholders, including children and families.

CONCLUSION

The attitudes of educational experts (preschool teachers, primary school teachers, secondary
school teachers, and associates) are neutral and combined with inconsistencies in knowledge
about children of (ex) prisoners. The need for building peer network, as key for child’s success,
which should be the next step was significantly higher assessed. Educational institutions, as
places of living, not just merely places of competence acquisition and preparation for adult-
hood, have an important role in the life quality of children of (ex) prisoners. Overcoming the
present myths, complementary with biological determinism which is shown in the high lev-
el of teacher agreement with the necessity of early identification of misconduct, is possible
with adequate dissemination of scientific facts based on critical scrutiny. In that sense, science
must become aware of its ethical and moral responsibility. For that purpose, cooperation be-
tween various stakeholders is needed, including families and NGOs, and research based on
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gualitative and participative methodologies. Accordingly, recommendations are twofold: en-
suring adequate continuous education for educational professionals, and establishing coop-
eration between academia, NGOs, and other stakeholders with the participation of children
and families. In other words, designing and conducting qualitative and participative research
congruent with pedagogical optimism, and based on the critical approach, should become the
key to empirical papers. These two approaches are complementary, e.g. scientific knowledge
obtained through qualitative inquiry and participative research should become a base for life-
long learning programs for educational professionals.

REFERENCES

Bourgeba, A. (2017). Helping children draw benefit from their life experiences, whatever the circum-
stances. European Journal of Parental Imprisonment, 6(1), 7.

Cochran, J.C., Siennick, S.E., Mears, D.P. (2018). Social exclusion and parental incarceration impact ado-
lescents’ network and social engagement. Journal of Marriage and Family, 80(2), 478-498.

Farrington, D. P., Coid, J.W., Murray, J. (2009). Family factors in the intergenerational transmission of
offending. Criminal Behaviour and Mental Health, 19(2), 109-124.

doi: 10.1002/cbm.717

Farrington, D. P. et al. (2015). Intergeneration Similarities in Risk Factors for Offending. Journal of Devel-
opmental and Life-course Criminology, 1(1), 48-62. DOI: 10.1007/s40865-015-0005-2

Foster, H., Hagan, J. (2015). Punishment regimes and the multilevel effects of parental incarceration.
Annual Review of Sociology, 41(17), 1-24.

doi: 10.1146/annurev-soc-073014-112437

Gabelica Supljika, M., Romstein, K., Gabelica Supljika, L. (2018). Kakvu podriku u $kolama i sportskim
klubovima trebaju djeca &iji su roditelji u zatvoru. In: Nikoli¢, M., Vantié-Tanji¢, M. (Eds.), Tematski
zbornik IX Medunarodne naucno-struc¢ne konferencije “Unapredenje kvalitete Zivota djece i mla-
dih” (pp. 267-276). Tuzla: UdruZenje za podrsku i kreativni razvoj djece i mladih.

Johnston, D., Sullivan, M. (2017). Parental incarceration: Personal accounts and developmental impact.
New York: Routledge.

Kjellstrand, J. M., Eddy, J. M. (2011). Mediators of the effect of parental incarceration on adolescent
externalizing behaviors. Journal of Community Psychology, 39(5), 551-565.

DOI: 10.1002/jcop.20451

Miller, H.V., Barnes, J. C. (2015). The association between parental incarceration and health, education,
and economic outcomes in young adulthood. American Journal of Criminal Justice, 40(4),1-20. DOI:
10.1007/s12103-015-9288-4

Murray, J., Murray, L. (2010). Parental incarceration, attachment and child psychopathology. Attachment
and Human Development, 12(4), 289-309. DOI: 10.1080/14751790903416889.

43



44 Preliminary communication

Romstein, K., Gabelica Supljika, M. (2018). Not my crime, still my sentence: Rights of children of incar-
cerated parents in education. In: Velki, T., llieva-Trichkova, P., Topolska, E. (Eds.), Children’s Rights
in Educational Settings (pp. 13-24). Osijek: Faculty of Education in Osijek, Ombudsman for Children
Croatia.

Shlafer, R. J., Poehlmann, J. (2017). Attachment and caregiving relationships in families affected by paren-
tal incarceration. Attachment and Human Development, 12(4),395-415.

DOI: 10.1080/14616730903417052



