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Abstract
This chapter considers the impact of parenting
programming on incarcerated fathers and
mothers from a gendered perspective. This
body of work is considered relative to pro-
gramming and interventions that occur outside
of the correctional environment. We review
both qualitative and quantitative evaluations of
programs and, given the emerging state of this
literature, consider some unevaluated pro-
grams as well. We focus on quantitative
empirical evaluations, including pre-post
designs, non-randomized comparison group
designs, and randomized comparison group
designs, and examine impacts on participants’
parenting knowledge and attitudes, well-being
and parenting stress, and behaviors. In total, 38
studies were reviewed (57% for mothers).
Collectively, the findings indicate that pro-
gramming has positive impacts on incarcerated
mothers’ and fathers’ knowledge and attitudes,
well-being, and stress. The results are mixed

when behavioral changes are examined. We
explore limitations to this body of research and
challenges researchers face in conducting
evaluations of programs for incarcerated par-
ents. We conclude with recommendations for
future research, policy, and practice.

With the rise of US incarceration rates, there has
been an inevitable rise in the number of incar-
cerated parents with minor children (Glaze &
Maruschak, 2008). Bolstered by a growing liter-
ature on the impact of incarceration on children
(see Chaps. 5 and 6 of this volume), as well as
policies that link improved family relationships
with reduced reoffending (e.g., H. R. 1593: Sec-
ond Chance Act of 2007), institutions have
responded by providing parenting training pro-
grams for incarcerated parents (Hughes &
Harrison-Thompson, 2002). In a survey of key
personnel from state correctional departments,
Pollock (2003) reported that 38 of the reporting
states had some form of parenting classes for
incarcerated parents. Hughes and Harrison-
Thompson (2002) gathered information directly
from 315 participating state prisons and found
that approximately half of the institutions offered
parenting programs. While these data indicate
that programming designed to provide parenting
skills training is available in correctional settings,
the numbers may overestimate the percentage of
participants in those programs. Glaze and Mar-
uschak’s (2008) survey of incarcerated parents
revealed that only about 22–30% of mothers and
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9–12% of fathers in state prison participated in
parenting or child-rearing classes during their
incarcerations.

To date, there have been a handful of litera-
ture reviews on this topic (e.g., Dallaire &
Shlafer, 2017; Eddy & Burraston, 2017) and two
meta-analytic reviews assessing the effectiveness
of parent education programs for incarcerated
populations, including an unpublished
meta-analysis focusing on prison nursery pro-
grams by Shlonsky et al. (2016) and a
meta-analysis by Armstrong, Eggins, Reid, Har-
nett, and Dawe (2017) of 16 empirical investi-
gations. Both meta-analytic reviews indicate
positive impacts of programming across different
types of correctional settings (e.g., jails and
prisons) despite the use of different program
curricula. Armstrong et al. (2017) concluded that
a small to moderate effect was found for increa-
ses in parent knowledge and improved quality of
parent–child relations over comparison groups.
Shlonsky et al. (2016) found that mothers who
participated in prison nursery programs were less
likely to recidivate than mothers who were sep-
arated from their newborns. Building from this
work, we examine the impact of parenting pro-
gramming for incarcerated fathers and mothers
from a gendered perspective and consider the
existing body of work in the context of research
findings on parent programs and interventions
that have been delivered and studied outside of
correctional environments.

Unique Aspects of Parenting
Programs for Incarcerated Parents

There is a rich and well-researched body of work
on empirically supported approaches to parent
training for behavioral problems in children (e.g.,
antisocial, noncompliant, aggressive, acting out
behaviors) who come from a variety of popula-
tions (e.g., Dishion & Snyder, 2016; Sanders,
Sanders, Markie-Dadds, Tully, & Bor, 2000;
Thomas, Thomas, & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007;
Webster-Stratton, 2001). However, with only a
few exceptions (e.g., Mindel & Hoefer, 2006;

Palusci, Crum, Bliss, & Bavolek, 2008; Schiff-
mann, Eddy, Martinez, Leve, & Newton, 2008),
this work has not been translated into programs
for incarcerated fathers and mothers. More fre-
quently, the existing interventions in jails and
prisons have been drawn from “universal par-
enting programs” (Valle et al., 2004) designed to
provide broad psychoeducational support to
parents within the general population. While
there have been a few empirical investigations of
some of these broader community-based pro-
grams, in general they have not received the
intense level of empirical attention garnered for
interventions designed for specific child behav-
ioral problems.

The gap between interventions inside and
outside of the carceral environment reflects the
unique aspects of parental incarceration. Outside
of jail or prison, parents typically seek parenting
consultation because there is a specific problem
with an identified child. Meta-analyses of par-
enting interventions (e.g., De Graaf, Speetjens,
Smit, De Wolff, & Tavecchio, 2008) frequently
focus on the reduction of child disruptive
behaviors as a common marker of program suc-
cess. The child’s problem behavior creates an
immediate motivation for participation in treat-
ment, with the timing to start as soon as possible.
However, for the incarcerated parent, motivation
for intervention can reflect a myriad of goals for
self-improvement and the timing for entry into
classes is likely dictated by the availability of
programs and the parent’s eligibility for enroll-
ment. Moreover, the typical skills covered in
“outside” parenting interventions may not be
immediately applicable. Learning how to handle
children’s tantrums and other misbehaviors may
have a limited shelf life for the incarcerated
mother who has no opportunity for practice.

Likewise, there are unique skills addressed in
parenting programs for incarcerated parents that
are largely irrelevant in parenting programs for
the non-incarcerated. Many of the components
often included in parenting interventions for
incarcerated mothers and fathers—such as
instruction in specific communication avenues
(i.e., letter writing, phone calls, and personal
visits during incarceration), strategies for better
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collaboration with at-home caregivers, awareness
of legal rights concerning children, and ways to
deal with intense emotions regarding separation,
loss, and incarceration—would not ordinarily
have a place in interventions outside of the jail or
prison.

Parenting Program Content
and Parent Gender

Program Content
The content of interventions varies considerably,
making it difficult to portray a “standard” par-
enting intervention. The quality and curricula of
parent education programs also vary widely, and
there are no “commonly accepted best practices
for parenting education and skills training” for
incarcerated individuals (Eddy et al., 2008,
p. 89). Eddy and colleagues found that in their
survey of 41 state and federal facilities, although
nearly all provided some programming related to
communication skills and parenting techniques,
far fewer emphasized anger and stress manage-
ment, provided visitation opportunities, or
offered education on child development.

Interventions also vary considerably in length,
duration, as well as other features. For example,
LaRosa and Rank’s (2001) Real Life Parenting
Skills Program met for one-half hours once a
week for five weeks. By contrast, Sandifer
(2008) implemented the Rebonding and
Rebuilding (Meyer & Moriarty, 1995) curricu-
lum, which met for 3 h a day, twice a week for
twelve weeks. Some interventions feature the
inclusion of visit experiences (e.g., Snyder-Joy &
Carlo, 1998) as integral to the training. Some
interventions are aimed at parents nearing their
release date from jail or prison (Bushfield, 2004;
Maiorano & Futris, 2005), while others include
parents who are facing long sentences (Loper &
Tuerk, 2011). Comparisons based on the content
of interventions thus become a comparison of
myriad approaches. A more fruitful way to
understand the big picture in parenting programs
in prisons and jails is to look at commonality in
targeted outcomes with a gendered approach that

recognizes differences in parenting experiences
for mothers and fathers.
Gender-responsive Programming
Parent education programs are sometimes speci-
fic to fathers (Antonio, Winegaurd, Young, &
Zortman, 2009; Maiorano & Futris, 2005;
Skarupski et al., 2003), to mothers (Harm,
Thompson, & Chambers, 1998; Loper & Tuerk,
2011; Thompson & Harm, 2000), or both
mothers and fathers (Eddy et al., 2008; Palusci
et al., 2008). Some scholars have argued that the
criminal justice system and correctional facilities
should adopt and employ more
gender-responsive policies that take into account
differences between mothers and fathers. Cov-
ington and Bloom (2006) define gender respon-
sive as “creating an environment through site
selection, staff selection, program development,
content, and material that reflects an under-
standing of the realities of the lives of women
and girls and that addresses and responds to their
strengths and challenges” (p. 9). In short, a
gender-responsive approach assumes that gender
makes a difference in parenting and takes into
account a parent’s identity as a mother or father
when programming decisions are made.

Traditionally, correctional facilities were not
designed with gendered needs in mind. Further,
at least in principle, men and women involved in
corrections are typically treated relatively equally
with regard to gender. However, a
gender-responsive approach puts gender at the
forefront by acknowledging that gender is
impactful within multiple settings and roles in
day-to-day life. The National Institute of Cor-
rections (NIC) began a gender-responsive project
in 1999 at four pilot sites across the USA. The
results of the pilot project suggest that when a
gendered approach is applied at intake, in clas-
sification, and in programming decisions, the
chances of successful reentry for women increase
(Wright, Van Voorhis, Salisbury, & Bauman,
2012).

The gender of the incarcerated parent is cen-
tral in the case of the incarceration of a pregnant
or postpartum woman. Many jails and prisons are
ill-equipped to deal with the medical and
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emotional needs of pregnant and postpartum
women (see Ferstz & Clarke, 2012; Kelsey,
Medel, Cumings, Dallaire, & Forestell, 2017).
However, prison nursery programs, which are
only available in a few correctional facilities in
the USA, help to address the needs of these
women and their babies and embody a
gender-responsive approach (see Chap. 12, this
volume). In our review, we include the findings
from empirical assessments of parenting pro-
grams, including prison nursery programming, in
separate tables. Table 13.1 presents the results of
16 empirical investigations of programs imple-
mented with fathers. Table 13.2 presents the
results of 22 empirical investigations of programs
implemented with mothers. When studies

included both father and mother participants, we
included the study in both tables (e.g., Eddy,
Martinez, & Burraston, 2013).

Unevaluated, Qualitative,
and Quantitative Evaluations
of Parenting Programs

In the USA, there are many parenting programs
for incarcerated parents that generally fall into
one of the three categories: (1) unevaluated
interventions; (2) qualitative descriptions of
ongoing programs with limited quantitative
documentation; and (3) quantitative studies,
typically pre-post designs, that statistically

Table 13.1 Parenting programs for incarcerated fathers

Author Participants and program Results

I. Pre-post designs

1. Bushfield (2004) 23 fathers in 30-day daily parenting
class

Improved attitudes (corporal punishment
and child expectations)

2. Czuba et al. (2006) 76 fathers and 13 mothers in
10-session People Empowering
People

Increase in self-assertive efficacy, sense
of mastery, parenting satisfaction, and
family problem-solving communication

3. LaRosa & Rank (2001) 23 fathers in 5-session Real Life
Parenting Skills Program

Improved attitudes (child expectations)

4. Maiorano & Futris (2005) 74 males in 9–17-session Fit 2-B
Fathers Program

Improved parenting attitudes; no
difference in recidivism rates

5. Palusci et al. (2008) 169 women and 324 men (jail) in
adaptation of 10-session Nurturing
Parent Program

Improved parenting attitudes (child
expectations, empathy, corporal
punishment, parent–child roles)

II. Non-randomized comparison group designs

6. Antonio et al. (2009)* 79 fathers in 12-session Long
Distance Dads (control n = 84)

Improved parenting knowledge,
attitudes, and behavior on selected items
of the author questionnaire

7. Block et al. (2014) 309 fathers in 12-session InsideOut
Dad Program (control n = 104)

Relative to the comparison group,
fathers who participated in programming
were more likely to report calling their
children more after participating and
gains in parenting knowledge

8. Barr et al. (2011) 20 fathers in 10-session Just
Beginning Program

ER scores increased across five of the six
subscales looked at (emotion engaging,
parental involvement, following the lead,
joint attention, child involvement, and
turn-taking)

9. Robbers (2005)* 56 fathers in 10-session parenting
education program (control n = 31)

Increased contact, improved parenting
knowledge, and attitudes (select items);
no change in relationship with caregiver

(continued)
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Table 13.1 (continued)

Author Participants and program Results

10. Skarupski et al. (2003)* 84 fathers in 12-session Long
Distance Dads (control n = 60); 37
caregiver reports

No change in knowledge, skills, or
attitudes; increased child contact
(findings not corroborated by caregivers)

11. Lindquist et al. (2016) 4 couples-based programs for fathers
across 4 states (IN, NY, NJ, and OH)

Indiana intervention had sustained
effects on partnership/parenting
relationships, but results in the three
other programs (NY, OH, and NJ) in
parenting/coparenting and intimate
relationship measures were not
significant compared to control groups

12. Wilczak & Markstrom
(1999)

21 fathers in 8-session adaptation of
STEP (control n = 21)

Increased knowledge, internal locus of
control, and parent satisfaction

III. Randomized comparison group designs

13. Burraston & Eddy
(2017), Eddy et al. (2013,
2018)+

359 parents in 36-session Parenting
Inside Out (PIO) (control n = 177);
total sample included 161 fathers

In prison, significant differences between
conditions on self-reported stress,
depressed mood, positive intervention
with children; after release, significant
differences between conditions on
self-reported criminal behavior,
substance abuse, and official records of
police arrest

14. Bayse et al. (1991) 27 fathers in 4-session How to Keep
Your Family Alive While Serving a
Prison Sentence (control n = 27)

Reduced narcissism and improved
attitudes toward present and ideal family
functioning; no change in adaptability

15. Harrison (1997) 15 fathers and children in an
18-session parenting class (control
n = 15)

Improved parenting attitudes; no change
in inmate or child self-esteem

16. Landreth & Lobaugh
(1998)

16 fathers in 10-session filial therapy
training class and 16 children (control
n = 16)

Improved parenting attitudes; decreased
parenting stress; improved self-concept
among children

Note
*Articles marked with an asterisk are not published in peer-reviewed formats
+Articles marked with a plus are currently under peer review

Table 13.2 Parenting programs for incarcerated mothers

Author Participants and program Results

I. Pre-post designs

1. Browne (1989) 29 mothers in 24-session Education for
Parenthood Curriculum

Improved attitudes (corporal punishment and
child expectations); increased self-esteem

2. Byrne (2010)* 97 mothers and their 100 children in a
Nursery Program with added tailored
nurse practitioner visits

Increased maternal sensitivity,
responsiveness and contingency, childcare
knowledge, and sense of parent competency;
low rates of recidivism; children
demonstrated some behavioral lags but met
appropriate mental and motor developmental
milestones

3. Carlson (2001) 37 mothers in a Nursery Program Reduced misconduct reports and recidivism
rates; mothers perceived themselves to have a
stronger bond with their children and
improved self-confidence and self-esteem

(continued)
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Table 13.2 (continued)

Author Participants and program Results

4. Gonzalez et al. (2007) 191 mothers in adaptation of Partners in
Parenting

No change in communication or parental
control; increased parental confidence;
decreased parental understanding

5. Harm et al. (1998) 104 mothers in 15-session adaptation of
Nurturing Parent Program

Improved attitudes (child expectations). For
substance abuse subsample: increased
self-esteem and improved attitudes (parent–
child roles)

6. Kennon (2003)* 66 mothers in 12-session Moms, Inc. Improved parenting attitudes, legal
knowledge, and self-esteem; no change in
frequency of communication

7. Mindel & Hoefer
(2006)

38 parents and 38 children in 10-session
Family Strengthening Program for
children and parents

Improved family resilience, opportunities for
prosocial involvement of children, and
family bonding

8. Thompson & Harm
(2000)

104 mothers in 15-session adaptation of
Nurturing Parent Program

Improved attitudes (child expectations,
corporal punishment, and parent–child roles);
increased self-esteem (subsample of mothers
who received letters)

II. Non-randomized comparison group designs

9. Byrne, Goshin, &
Joestl (2010)

16 infants and their mothers in a Nursery
Program and 14 dyads from the same
program who were released into the
community

Significantly more secure attachment than
predicted by the mother’s attachment status
and a higher proportion of secure infants than
in community samples with low income,
depression, or drug/alcohol abuse

10. Carlson (2009) 65 mothers in a Nursery Program Reduced misconduct reports and recidivism
rates

11. Catan (1988, 1992)* 74 children in a Nursery Program
(control n = 33)

Reduced motor and cognitive development
by 4 months of age

12. Gat (2000)* 16 mothers in 8–10-session
Mother/Offspring Life Program (control
n = 4)

No change in recidivism, prosocial moral
reasoning, attachment, empathy, or hope

13. Goshin, Byrne, &
Blanchard-Lewis
(2014a)

47 infants and their mothers in a Nursery
Program (control n = 64)

Reduced long-term anxious/depressed
behavioral problems in the children

14. Goshin, Byrne, &
Henninger (2014b)

139 mothers in a Nursery Program
compared to general recidivism rates of
women in that state

Reduced rates of recidivism

15. Moore & Clement
(1998)

20 mothers in 9-week Mothers Inside
Loving Kids (control n = 20) and
enhanced visitation

Increased parenting knowledge; no change in
parenting attitudes or self-esteem; no
difference between groups

16. Sandifer (2008) 64 mothers in 24-session adaption of
Rebonding and Rebuilding curriculum
with linked visitation (control n = 26)

Improved parenting knowledge and attitudes
(empathy) toward children

17. Showers (1993) 203 mothers in 10-session adaptation of
Systemic Training for Effective Parenting
(STEP) (control n = 275)

Increased knowledge of child behavior
management skills

18. Shortt, Eddy,
Sheeber, & Davis
(2014)

47 mothers in 15-session Emotions:
Taking Care of Yourself and Your Child
When You Go Home Program (an
extension of PIO) (control n = 18)

Increase in effortful control in reactive
situations (decreased dismissal of children’s
emotions); no effect on recidivism

(continued)
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evaluate changes among parents after participa-
tion in the program. Whereas the current chapter
focuses on quantitative investigations of parent-
ing programs, this category represents only a
small portion of what is actually implemented in
prisons and jails today.

Unevaluated Parenting Programs

There are numerous unevaluated programs
designed to improve parenting skills within US
jails and prisons. Diverse programs may be
implemented by a variety of outside organiza-
tions, religious groups, or community volunteers.
Curricula may consist of informal lectures, dis-
cussions led by individuals from the community,
religious discussion about parenting, or other
supportive activities. The content is generally
dependent upon the knowledge and experience

of the volunteer trainer. Although these classes
are usually welcome additions to programming
offerings at correctional institutions, the diversity
of offerings, trainers, and content precludes a
systematic overview within the limits of this
chapter.

A number of additional types of programs
which address other relevant topics for incar-
cerated parents are also typically available. These
include a diverse array of faith-based programs.
At least one or more of these programs in most
institutions is a 12-step (e.g., Alcoholic Anony-
mous) program. Other programs that are outside
the parenting realm per se, but relevant, are
cognitive skills training programs. Some of these
have evidence to suggest that they have a posi-
tive impact in various areas of daily life,
including problem-solving relevant to interper-
sonal relationships (e.g., Thinking for a Change;
Bush, Glick, & Taymans, 2016).

Table 13.2 (continued)

Author Participants and program Results

III. Randomized comparison group designs

19. Burraston & Eddy
(2017), Eddy et al.
(2013, 2018)+

359 parents in 36-session Parenting
Inside Out (PIO) (control n = 177); total
sample included 198 mothers

In prison, significant differences between
conditions on self-reported stress, depressed
mood, positive intervention with children;
after release, significant differences between
conditions on self-reported criminal
behavior, substance abuse, and official
records of police arrest

20. Loper & Tuerk
(2011)

60 mothers in 9-session Parenting on the
Inside (control n = 46)

Improved parenting stress, alliance with
caretakers, mental health symptoms, and
letter writing; marginal waiting-list-control
differences

21. Scudder, McNeil,
Chengappa, and
Costello (2014)

40 mothers in Parent–Child Interaction
Therapy (PCIT)-based Program (control
n = 40)

Increase in positive parenting skills and less
negative attention during child-led role play;
less inappropriate expectations of child
development

22. Sleed, Baradon, and
Fonagy (2013)

88 mothers in Mother and Baby Units
following the New Beginnings Program
(control n = 75)

No effect on mothers’ self-report of
depression; decline in maternal reflective
functioning in the control group

Notes
*Articles marked with an asterisk are not published in peer-reviewed formats
+Articles marked with a plus are under peer review
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Qualitative Evaluations of Parenting
Programs

In the academic literature, many studies qualita-
tively describe parenting education programs for
incarcerated populations (e.g., Bruns, King, &
Stateler, 2003; Kazura, 2001; Meek, 2007;
Robbers, 2005) or use qualitative means to col-
lect information in addition to empirically gen-
erated results (e.g., Antonio et al., 2009;
Bushfield, 2004; LaRosa & Rank, 2001;
Skarupski et al., 2003; NFI, 2008). These studies
typically use informal interviews to learn what
participants find useful about the parenting pro-
grams offered, what is missing from the program,
and ideas for improvements. For example, Meek
(2007) collected course feedback through
open-ended questions following a one-week
intensive parenting class for 75 young fathers.
When queried regarding the usefulness of vari-
ous components of treatment, participants valued
general childcare issues, such as the correct way
to care for a child, and more specific issues
related to physical care of children, such as
learning how to change diapers. Areas that the
participants felt were absent from the class varied
widely depending on the individual. All partici-
pants rated the course in the “fairly” to “very
useful” range.

Qualitative studies may aid in understanding
how incarcerated mothers and fathers view
themselves as parents and their attitudes toward
parenting in general (Bushfield, 2004; Robbers,
2005). Robbers (2005) found that the most ben-
eficial aspect of a 10-week program for fathers in
prison was, reportedly, an increase in self-esteem
and renewed desire to build relationships with
children. Incarcerated parents also reported an
increase in contact with their children as a result
of the knowledge and confidence gained through
the program. Bushfield (2004) reported that, after
parenting training, fathers re-evaluated attitudes
regarding the importance of involvement in their
child’s life. Generally, qualitative studies
demonstrate that parenting education programs
are met with approval from the participants. The
wide variety of responses regarding optimal
components of treatment suggests that while

incarcerated parents find interventions useful,
they have diverse needs that may be difficult to
meet with a single program.

Quantitative Empirical Investigations

Quantitative studies that evaluate parenting pro-
gramming in correctional settings are few in
number. Tables 13.1 and 13.2 summarize our
review of empirically based evaluations of par-
enting programs for fathers (Table 13.1) and
mothers (Table 13.2). They include any evalua-
tion that we could locate through a search of the
PsycINFO and National Criminal Justice Refer-
ence Service databases, additional searches on
the Internet, and the cross-checking of references
of studies provided in each of the articles we
located. In cases where insufficient information
was available from these sources, we personally
contacted key individuals to obtain unpublished
reports or other information. In several instances,
the results of an evaluation were articulated in
state reports or contract summaries rather than
academic journals. We included in our tables any
study we could locate that included at least a
pre-post design, a quantitative measure of an
outcome of interest, and descriptive information
regarding the specific parenting program
approach used. The tables indicate whether a
comparison or control group was utilized
and whether there was random assignment to
groups.

Typical outcomes of empirical investigations
of parenting programs (listed in terms of fre-
quency of use in currently reviewed studies)
include: (1) knowledge and attitudes, defined as
acquisition of information regarding child
development and socially normative beliefs
about appropriate child-rearing, discipline, and
the role of a parent; (2) mental well-being and
parenting stress, defined as improvement in
mood, self-image, and stress levels; and (3) be-
havioral changes, such as frequency of contact
and communication with children, rate of
recidivism, and reduction of negative or harmful
behaviors (e.g., institutional misconduct, sub-
stance use).
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It should be noted that, in general, child out-
comes are either not included in evaluations of
correctional parenting programs, or they are
obtained by reduced-sample auxiliary measures
(Harrison, 1997; Landreth & Lobaugh, 1998).
This is in marked contrast to most parenting
interventions for non-incarcerated mothers and
fathers for which child outcomes are a primary
marker of program success. The major exception
to this is in evaluations of prison nursery pro-
grams, which routinely examine impacts on
newborn health, well-being and attachment (e.g.,
Byrne, Goshin, & Joestl, 2010), and in higher
quality studies, such as the largest randomized
controlled trial of a parenting intervention in a
corrections system to date (Eddy et al., 2013).

Knowledge and Attitudes
The most widely used benchmark of a successful
parenting education program is a significant
change in attitudes or knowledge about parenting.
Consistent with the meta-analysis conducted by
Armstrong et al. (2017), all of the empirical
studies listed in Tables 13.1 and 13.2 report
pre-post improvement in at least one aspect of
knowledge or attitudes. While the instrumentation
varies widely, several studies used the Adult-
Adolescent Parenting Inventory (AAPI-2; Bav-
olek & Keene, 2001). The measure was intro-
duced in 1979 and has since been used across a
variety of studies to assess change in parenting
attitudes and knowledge (Family Development
Resources, 2008). This self-report measure yields
an overall score and five subscales that measure
attitudes involving inappropriate parental expec-
tations, empathy toward children, corporal pun-
ishment, parent–child role expectations, and child
need for power and independence.

Palusci et al. (2008) used the AAPI-2 to mea-
sure the change in parenting attitudes and
knowledge following the implementation of a
parenting education program in a variety of set-
tings within a community, including a local jail.
The program, Helping Your Child to Succeed
(HYCS), is a 10-week-long program in which the
parents meet weekly with trained counselors and
social workers. The curriculum was adapted from
a universal parenting education program, the

Family Nurturing Program (Bavolek, 1999),
described as a “family-centered program proven to
help parents and children learn to care for them-
selves and each other and to replace old, unwanted
abusive interactions with newer, more nurturing
ones (Family Development Resources, 2008).”
The 10 sessions of HYCS are devoted to teaching
10 “democratic” child-rearing topics, such as
positive attention and praise, setting appropriate
expectations, and developing healthy communi-
cation patterns. Parents incarcerated at a county
jail, in addition to other community members,
participated in HYCS as a part of a 10-week
substance abuse treatment program (Palusci et al.,
2008). Of the parents who participated during a
six-year span, 372 completed both pretest and
posttest measures of the AAPI-2. Palusci et al.
(2008) reported that mean scores increased sig-
nificantly in a positive direction on four of the five
constructs (e.g., expectations, empathy).

Other studies presented in Tables 13.1 and
13.2 use a similar design to Palusci et al. (2008)
and used the AAPI to measure change (Bavolek,
1984; Bavolek & Keene, 2001). At first glance,
this would seem to be a welcome sign and an
opportunity to draw conclusions across programs
using meta-analytic approaches. However,
methods for the actual use of the measure vary
substantially. For example, Robbers (2005) used
only 7 of the 40 items, and Bushfield (2004) only
reported scores for items with significant pre-post
changes. Harrison (1997), like Palusci et al.,
drew from Bavolek’s Nurturing Program, but
only reported on one AAPI score, and did not
provide full descriptive information (e.g., scale
standard deviations). Harm et al. (1998) likewise
presented limited descriptive information
regarding performance on all subscales. Thus,
although there is welcome common measurement
across several studies, and consensus that atti-
tudes improved with intervention, the variations
in measurement patterns preclude making statis-
tically based generalizations regarding the impact
of parenting interventions on attitudinal change.

Items on other non-standardized instruments
utilized by some parenting interventions com-
prise broad statements to which the participant
self-evaluates his or her own parenting skills.
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Example questions include “I know how to talk
about my child’s feelings and emotions,” “I can
parent my children effectively from prison,” and
“I am confident about my parenting skills”
(Antonio et al., 2009; Gonzalez Romero & Cer-
bana, 2007; Maiorano & Futris, 2005). Generally
speaking, parents show increased confidence in
their attitudes and knowledge when responding
to these types of items. However, so-called
meta-cognitive assessment of beliefs and
knowledge is not the same as direct measure-
ment, and it is not clear whether so-measured
change represents true shifts in maladaptive
attitudes or broader confidence that one’s atti-
tudes—adaptive or not—are correct.

A number of empirical studies do not utilize a
standardized measure of attitudes or knowledge
and favor researcher-designed surveys. The
National Fatherhood Initiative (NFI; www.
fatherhood.org), an organization that develops
and evaluates parenting resources and education
programs for fathers, uses this method for the
internal evaluation of their many programs
including InsideOut Dad, a NFI program
designed specifically for incarcerated fathers
(Block et al. 2014; NFI, 2005, 2008, 2009). The
program consists of 12 one-hour sessions that
address topics such as ground rules,
self-awareness, being a man, spirituality, han-
dling emotions, relationships, fathering, child
development, discipline, and fathering from the
inside. In preliminary evaluations, the program
was implemented in several correctional institu-
tions in Maryland and Ohio (NFI, 2008, 2009).
Participants answered 26 multiple-choice ques-
tions before and after the program, such as “Self
worth is a term used to describe: (a) How a
person feels about himself, (b) What a person
thinks about himself, (c) Both the feelings and
thoughts a person has about himself, and
(d) Don’t know.” Mean scores for parenting
attitudes and knowledge improved significantly
across facilities. In a subsequent evaluation of the
program, Block et al. (2014) found general
increases in parenting knowledge. In summary,
increases in parenting knowledge are a common
marker reported across empirical investigations.
The majority of studies listed in Tables 13.1 and

13.2 reported increases in knowledge and
improvements in attitudes.

Well-being and Parenting Stress
Incarcerated men and women have high levels of
mental health problems, well beyond that found
in non-incarcerated samples (James & Glaze,
2006). Incarcerated women, in particular, have
high levels of depression, borderline personality,
and other emotional problems (Jordan, Sch-
lenger, Fairbank, & Caddell, 1996; Warren et al.,
2002). A large body of evidence links parenting
stress, or high levels of concern regarding the
roles and responsibilities surrounding parenting,
with impaired parenting as well as with various
mental health problems that may, in turn, impact
parenting (Ortega, Beauchemin, & Kaniskan,
2008; Rodgers, 1998; Rogers-Farmer, 1999).

A focus on developing methods for control-
ling stress regarding parenting and improving
general emotional reactivity about child-related
issues is appropriate for many incarcerated par-
ents. For many incarcerated mothers, separation
from their children represents the most excruci-
ating and enduring pains of incarceration
(Arditti, Smock, & Parkman, 2005; Clarke et al.
2005; Hairston, 1991). Helping incarcerated
parents to deal with this unique form of pain can
give the opportunity to “make lemonade from
lemons,” to the extent that such is possible, and
develop skills while in prison or jail that can
improve communication and understanding.

Loper and Tuerk (2011) developed a program
for long-term incarcerated mothers designed to
equip incarcerated mothers with coping strategies
for dealing with the stress of separation and to
improve communication patterns with children
and caregivers. The program employs a manual
for each mother that elaborates on each of the
eight sessions. Where possible, the sessions are
structured using materials presented via com-
puter presentation software, videotaped vignettes
of difficult situations, followed by small group
discussions. Central to all of the sessions is a
reference to a cognitive-behavioral strategy that
inserts conscious evaluation of ongoing
assumptions and emotional reactions. Using the
acronym “MOM-OK,” mothers learn to “Mellow
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Out,” using brief breathing and relaxation
strategies; use their “Mind,” to identify dys-
functional thoughts; counter negative thoughts
with “Other” possibilities; and self-query “What
is best for my child [Kid].” This strategy is
infused throughout all eight of the sessions. For
example, during the sessions that focus on deal-
ing with child questions about why the mother is
incarcerated, the incarcerated mother might be
urged to replace the cognition “Her father put her
up to this to shame me,” with “She is curious and
wants to understand why things are this way.”

Loper and Tuerk (2011) evaluated the benefits
of the program in terms of reducing parenting
stress and other mental health difficulties,
improving mother alliance with child caregivers,
and changing frequency of mother-initiated con-
tact through letters. Pre-post intervention com-
parisons documented improvements on the
Parenting Stress Index (Abidin & Brunner, 1995),
Parenting Alliance Scale (Abidin & Konold,
1999), the Brief Symptom Inventory (Derogatis,
1993), and the frequency of letter writing. When
significant pre-post comparisons were reanalyzed
controlling for the frequency of using the
MOM-OK strategy, previously significant effects
were no longer significant, suggesting that the
strategy may mediate some positive effects.
However, pre-post changes were generally not
significant in comparison with a waitlist group.

Other interventions that have targeted emotional
and personal stressors have focused on a parents’
personal sense of self-esteem or confidence in their
ability to parent effectively. For example, Harm
et al. (1998) found improvements in self-esteem
among a group of incarcerated mothers with sub-
stance problems using the Nurturing Parent
(Bavolek & Comstock, 1985) curriculum. Along
similar lines, in a later study, the same authors
(Thompson & Harm, 2000) found that improve-
ments in self-esteem were more apparent among
mothers who had some contact with children,
emphasizing the importance of opportunities to
practice skills in achieving the desired outcomes.

In general, the interventions that have exam-
ined mental health issues have found positive
changes in parenting stress and sense of
well-being. The question arises as to whether

such positive changes can then be generalized to
improved parent–child interactions. The chal-
lenge for these programs, as is the case for pro-
grams designed to improve knowledge and
attitudes, is in affording practice opportunities
(and direct measurement) of the acquired skills
that are intended to positively impact well-being
and stress.

Behavioral Changes
Changes in behaviors regarding contact and
communication with children and caregivers at
home are included in several evaluations. Less
frequently, evaluations target reduction in
recidivism. Parent-child contact and communi-
cation patterns can change abruptly and dramat-
ically when the parent is incarcerated. A majority
of incarcerated mothers and a substantial portion
of fathers reside with their children prior to in-
carceration (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008). How-
ever, during incarceration, parent–child contact is
typically limited to letter writing, phone calls,
and visits (see Chap. 10, this volume). Institu-
tional policies and financial burdens further limit
the number of phone calls and visitation oppor-
tunities, and the cooperation of the caretaker and
child can alter the success of the contact.

Assessment of change in communication
patterns typically relies upon parent self-report of
frequency of phone calls, letter writing, and
visitation (Antonio et al., 2009; Harm et al.,
1998; Kennon, 2003; NFI, 2008, 2009). A few
studies also seek to assess change in the quality
in communication by querying about the pres-
ence of specific patterns, such as yelling at
children and telling children they are loved
(Czuba, Anderson, & Higgins, 2006; NFI, 2008,
2009). Antonio et al. (2009) evaluated behavioral
changes following the 12-week parenting pro-
gram, Long Distance Dads, using parent
responses to twelve self-reports of specific parent
behaviors, such as “‘…how often have you’ ‘…
talked about events that are currently going on in
your child’s daily life’ or ‘…evaluated your
child’s physical needs’.” The participants were
also asked how often they sent gifts, communi-
cated via phone or letters, or requested visits.
Pre- and post-program analysis showed that
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those who completed the program increased
frequency of talking about events in their chil-
dren’s lives, sending gifts, phoning, and assess-
ing their children’s physical and emotional
needs.

In general, evaluations of programs report
mixed results concerning changes in contact
frequency, with some investigations showing
improvement (Antonio et al., 2009; Loper &
Tuerk, 2011; Robbers, 2005; Skarupski et al.,
2003) and others not detecting change (Gonzalez
et al., 2007; Kennon, 2003). Null results may
reflect insufficient focus on this outcome, varia-
tions in institutional constraints regarding con-
tact, lack of family resources, and other
unmeasured variables.

Mindel and Hoefer (2006) evaluated change
in parental behaviors following a family
strengthening program offered through a sub-
stance abuse treatment facility both for parents
who were nearing release or who recently
released and for their children. This was one of
the few studies we review in this chapter that
implemented a curriculum adapted from a uni-
versal parenting program that met the criteria as
an evidence-based program by the former
National Registry of Effective Programs and
Practices. The 14-week program included sepa-
rate 60-min meetings for children and parents,
followed by a communal meeting to provide
opportunity for the parents to practice newly
learned skills. Mindel and Hoefer’s study is
exceptional in its inclusion of measures com-
pleted by participating children. Incarcerated
parents as well as their children reported
improvements in family bonding and parental
involvement, as well as an increase in the
opportunities and rewards that come with
prosocial behavior.

The rationale for educational opportunities in
correctional settings rests on the assumption that
such intervention reduces the likelihood of dys-
functional behaviors that lead the parent to
reoffend after release. Parenting education may
reduce conflict and stress with family members
that result in a more successful adjustment during
and after prison, which in turn reduces offending.
Very little research has evaluated the impact of

parenting programming on recidivism, and what
exists yields little support for the assumption.
Maiorano and Futris (2005) found that while
recidivism rates declined slightly among fathers
who completed a parenting program, they were
comparable to the recidivism rates of the general
prison population. Similarly, Gat (2000) found
no significant differences in recidivism between a
group of participating mothers and mothers who
did not participate in the parenting program.
While this objective makes sense in a correc-
tional context, it may be overly optimistic to
expect that relatively brief parenting interven-
tions alone will be sufficient to reduce reoffend-
ing. Rather, the success of parenting education in
reducing recidivism is likely better estimated in
terms of a tandem operation providing additional
forms of support for incarcerated parents and
their families during and after incarceration (see
Chap. 15, this volume).

Recurrent Limitations in Assessments
of Parenting Programs
for Incarcerated Parents

While relatively few in number, most of the
publicly available reports regarding empirical
evaluations of parenting programs in jails and
prisons have been positive. However, several
limitations appear across these studies. Much
existing data-based research relies on pre-post
designs rather than randomized designs with
control groups. Of the 38 studies presented in
Tables 13.1 and 13.2, over 65% (n = 25) involve
the use of control or comparison groups; in most
cases, the comparison groups are very limited in
terms of size and composition. While the gen-
erally positive observed pre-post changes are
encouraging, it is important to know whether
these changes are independent of factors such as
preexisting group differences, regression to the
mean, and/or unmeasured environmental effects
at the prison. In terms of this last issue, seasonal
changes, proximity to holidays, large transfers of
inmate populations, and changes in administra-
tion are but a few of the overarching agents of
change in the attitudes and behaviors of
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incarcerated populations. Documentation that
observed positive changes occur irrespective of
systemic effects is particularly important for this
environment.

Randomized control trials (RCTs) are cur-
rently considered the “gold standard” for evalu-
ating the effectiveness of a psychosocial
intervention (Donaldson, 1998). Due to the
numerous difficulties in using this type of design
within correction settings, it is unsurprising that
relatively few RCTs exist for parenting programs
for incarcerated mothers and fathers. The ones
that do exist warrant mention; there are seven
RCTs listed in Tables 13.1 and 13.2 (three for
fathers, three for mothers, and one for mothers
and fathers). Work by Eddy and colleagues
(Burraston & Eddy, 2017; Eddy et al., 2008,
2013, 2018; see Chap. 15, this volume) on the
Parenting Inside Out (PIO) parent management
training program has demonstrated, and using an
RCT design, that program participants (mothers
and fathers) showed reductions in stress and
depressed mood relative to participants in the
control group, and program participants had
lower recidivism rates (as measured by police
arrests) than control participants. This RCT is
strong in terms of design, sample size, mea-
surement, and program efficacy. The number of
participants in the trial (N = 359) was higher
than in all of the other RCTs presented in
Tables 13.1 and 13.2 combined. Parents with
children of a certain age were targeted. Attrition
in the study was low. Replications of studies with
similar design characteristics on parenting pro-
grams for incarcerated mothers and fathers are
very much needed.

Unfortunately, most investigations do not
employ random assignment, and regardless,
substantial dropout rates in the various studies
that are available have been common. For
example, attrition of approximately 50% of the
initial sample was observed by Czuba et al.
(2006), Loper and Tuerk (2011), Sandifer
(2008), and Skarupski et al. (2003). The pre-
sumed initial equality of groups that is the
objective of random assignment can be lost when
significant portions of either group drop out.
Moreover, institutional conditions may limit who

is allowed to be part of a control group. For
example, the control group in Antonio et al.’s
(2009) evaluation of Long Distance Dads was
comprised substantially of men who were ineli-
gible for the training program due to problematic
offenses, legal barriers to child contact, and lack
of desire for program participation. These prob-
lems create substantial difficulties in under-
standing who is being evaluated and therefore to
whom the intervention appropriately applies.

Many of the reported evaluations have very
small sample sizes, sometimes due to high
dropout rates described above (Browne, 1989;
Bushfield, 2004; Gat, 2000; Harrison, 1997;
Landreth & Lobaugh, 1998; LaRosa & Rank,
2001). The small sample sizes are particularly
problematic for small waitlist comparison
groups, as null results may be due to low power
rather than lack of intervention effects. For
example, after experiencing a considerable attri-
tion rate, Sandifer’s (2008) evaluation of the
Rebonding and Rebuilding curriculum was
hampered by a small control group (n = 26). In
several areas, the treatment group showed posi-
tive pre-post intervention gains, while the control
group generally did not change on measured
variables. While these results are encouraging,
the observed absence of significant change in this
waitlist group may reflect lowered statistical
power to detect such changes. Further, waitlist
attrition is a particular problem in corrections
settings as incarcerated individuals may be
transferred, experience incompatible schedule
changes, commit infractions that restrict educa-
tional opportunity, or simply lose interest. It is
not surprising that many interventions opt for
simple pre-post designs rather than dealing with
the likely difficulties of finding durable control
groups.

By and large, most studies in the field have
relied exclusively on self-report measures. In
some cases, the measures reflect a self-evaluation
of a quality rather than a more direct measure of
the quality itself. For example, Robbers’ (2005)
assessment of improved legal knowledge inclu-
ded the item “I know who to call to have my
support payments adjusted if my employment
status changes (p. 17),” rather than a direct query
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regarding who the inmate would call. The prob-
lems of using self-report are particularly risky
with researcher-developed surveys that have not
been subjected to psychometric scrutiny.

Why Are High-Quality Assessments
of Jail- and Prison-Based Parenting
Programs so Hard to Do?

The spotlight on the common limitations that so
frequently plague parenting education programs
in correctional settings leads to the question,
“Why are there so few interventions that satisfy
conditions that would be seen as fairly basic to
evaluation of psychosocial intervention?” The
resounding answer is: “It’s a prison,” or “It’s a
jail.” There are numerous unique logistical,
political, and practical considerations in con-
ducting treatment or evaluation in a correctional
environment that are not apparent in other set-
tings. Some of the most basic needs for consis-
tent programming—dependable location for
training, reliable equipment, availability of
materials—can be road blocked in a prison or
jail. Delays in twice-daily person counts rou-
tinely cut into scheduled time. Lockdowns that
interfere with holding a class are not uncommon.
Unexpected transfers of class participants can
result in dramatic changes in class size. Although
the use of computer presentations is normative in
most educational settings, jails and prisons often
have restrictions on the use of computer equip-
ment that preclude such innovation. Simple fea-
tures such as turning on electric lights,
rearranging furniture, and permitting small group
discussion can be curtailed depending upon
institutional security policies.

While concern for the well-being of the chil-
dren of incarcerated parents is typically one
purpose of education initiatives, few studies
incorporate child outcome measures (Harrison,
1997; Landreth & Lobaugh, 1998). However,
access to children is often very difficult in cor-
rectional settings. Families of the incarcerated
irregularly visit their incarcerated loved ones, and
the hospitality of conditions may vary widely
(Kazura, 2001; Laughlin, Arrigo, Blevins, &

Coston, 2008; Chap. 10, this volume). Many
institutions have policies that prevent physical
contact and limit communication during visita-
tion. For example, incarcerated parents may be
required to sit in a separate chair and refrain from
touching. Long-distance travel to institutions can
be burdensome on financially strapped home
caregivers. The various personal activities of the
inmate’s child—often scheduled on weekends—
can interfere with weekend-only visitation hours.
These scenarios make it difficult to adequately
assess whether inmate parents are using targeted
communication skills. Further complicating this
is the fact that participants’ children vary widely
in age. Parenting education and information that
would be relevant for a mother or father of an
infant may be less relevant for the parent of a
teenager. Rarely do parenting programs screen or
target participants whose children are between a
specified age range.

Policy concerns can also influence how par-
enting interventions are devised and assessed. To
implement a program in a correctional institu-
tion, it is sometimes necessary to demonstrate
that the program has higher-order social benefits,
beyond those for the individual family. For
example, Antonio et al.’s (2009) evaluation of
Long Distance Dads included goals “to become
emotionally, morally, spiritually, psychologi-
cally, and financially responsible parents…”
(p. 9). Along similar lines, Robbers’ (2005) in-
tervention included objectives to: “Promote
emotional, moral, spiritual and financial respon-
sibility for children” (p. 7). Many of Robbers and
Antonio et al.’s other goals included objectives
for skill development that are more typical in
parenting interventions on the outside. However,
the inclusion of goals for improved moral
behavior would rarely, if ever, occur in inter-
ventions with the non-incarcerated.

This type of conceptualization of intervention
can be important in gaining political support for
the intervention. A survey of 200 citizens living
in Florida, Applegate (2001) found that citizens
were often skeptical about the provision of many
of the possible services and amenities for
incarcerated individuals. However, nearly all of
the respondents indicated that they would be
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willing to support such programming if there was
a clear linkage between the service and reduced
offending. The provision of services in correc-
tional settings can require selling the public and
policymakers on the redemptive value of an in-
tervention in ways that would not be otherwise
needed on the outside. However, the focus on
these objectives may obscure goals for acquisi-
tion and measurement of more parenting-specific
skills. Furthermore, it would be challenging to
assess the impact of a program on less tangible
outcomes like moral responsibility.

Future Directions for Improving
Parenting Intervention Scholarship

Despite the common limitations as well as the
ubiquitous difficulties of conducting research in
prison and jail settings, there has been a welcome
increase over the past decade in the number of
published evaluations of parenting interventions,
as well as increased understanding of the value of
such approaches. As given in Tables 13.1 and
13.2, we observed 38 publicly available quanti-
tative evaluations of parenting programs between
2010 and 2017, in contrast to only 7 such studies
between 1989 and 1999, and 23 between 2000
and 2009. In 2007, the US Congress passed the
Second Chance Act, which provides localities
with funding for initiatives to reduce prison
reentry and specifically prioritizes interventions
aimed at improving family relationships of pris-
oners. In Applegate’s (2001) public opinion
survey regarding correctional services, over 90%
of the respondents indicated support for psy-
chological counseling as well as opportunities for
family visit experiences.

Another optimistic sign is the presence of new
initiatives that, while still in development, offer
promise. For example, Eddy, Martinez, Schiff-
man and associates’ (2008) development and
evaluation of a broader program that includes
Parenting Inside Out but expands to address

other key factors related to parents and families
both during and following incarceration seems
quite promising (Chap. 15, this volume). The
difficulties and limitations of doing intervention
in correctional settings will not change. How-
ever, knowledge can still grow by the adoption of
several simple initiatives that would improve this
important growing body of research.

Consistency and High Standards
for Measurement

To demonstrate the value of parenting programs
interventions, there needs to be a stronger and
more unified effort regarding measurement of
effects. More consistent use of established stan-
dardized measures, full reporting of descriptive
information, and assessment of scale reliabilities
within studies would enable opportunities for
improved evaluation at little additional cost or
effort. Furthermore, there is a greater push within
all scientific disciplines, including psychology,
for an “open science” defined as “the publication
of scientific concepts together with the protocols
and data upon which those concepts are based
readily accessible to all levels of an inquiring
society” (Hesse, 2018, p. 126). This push for open
science emanates in part from the failure to
replicate key findings, something which has pla-
gued the field at large. Researchers who engage in
the study of the children of incarcerated parents
and their families could help achieve the goal of
consistently high standards for measurement if
more of us engaged in an open science way of
doing business. Furthermore, another key prob-
lem with research on prison-based educational
programs is that many unpublished studies are
conducted by states and departments of correc-
tions. Open science platforms could be made
accessible to individuals conducting research in
academic as well as non-academic settings,
bringing a broader set of voices to the table to
help move the work forward.
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Exploration of Key Components
of Change

There is also a need for better identification of
the components of treatment that are presumed to
mediate effectiveness. Most of the existing re-
searches place emphasis on demonstrating that
the approach works in improving some skill or
belief. But if this is effective, why is the approach
working, and how can mediating mechanisms be
evaluated? While some qualitative studies
explore this question by querying participants on
useful program aspects, quantitative investigation
of such mechanisms is largely lacking. Loper and
Tuerk’s (2011) finding that high levels of the
usage of the “MOM-OK” cognitive-behavioral
strategy were associated with the observed
improvements supports the inclusion of this
feature as an important component. Attention to
understanding the specific program mechanisms
for change is needed for the continual revision
and improvement of programming.

Inclusion of Child Measures

There is an obvious need for better documenta-
tion of the impact of programming on children.
The types of information collected may well vary
and should be consistent with program goals. For
example, if an objective of a program includes
teaching parents to be more sensitive to chil-
dren’s feelings and emotions regarding painful
separation from parents, it would be useful to
gain information about changes in the child’s
comfort level with the separation. This might be
obtained by caregiver ratings, projective exami-
nation of child drawings, or self-report in inter-
views or simple measures. If the objective is to
teach better child management techniques,
behavior rating scales completed by caregivers or
teachers could be useful. Although the quality
and type of information collected will likely
vary, it makes sense to gather this information for
ongoing improvement of the intervention. Fur-
thermore, there needs to be a greater under-
standing of how a parent-based educational
program could impact a child in this type of

setting, when a parent is typically limited in their
interactions and contact with the child. At a
minimum, a start toward the inclusion of child
measures would be for researchers to report
demographic information about the children of
participants in corrections-based parenting pro-
grams (e.g., age, frequency of contact, living
situation before incarceration).

Opportunities for Practice

The inclusion of structured visitation programs
that allow for practice of newly learned skills
affords the opportunity for better acquisition and
measurement of targeted skills. While some
interventions include children through planned
regular visitation programs (Landreth &
Lobaugh, 1998), logistic and security features of
many prisons bar this as a common practice.
However, in these cases, more attention to direct
measurement of skills can still be accomplished
with a bit of creativity. Examination of letters
sent before and after instruction on optimal
written communication, for example, can afford
objective information for assessment and
instruction. Daily checklists in which parents
monitor their use of covered strategies can pro-
vide routine information regarding treatment
compliance. In-class exercises that call for actual
practice of skills (e.g., role plays, observation,
and critiques of video vignettes) afford opportu-
nities for “virtual” practice as well as for simple
measurement of skill acquisition.

Improvement in Documentation
and Description of Treatment

Efforts to replicate and build upon the existing
literature will require more detailed and com-
prehensive documentation of treatment content,
curriculum, and implementation. Currently, there
is wide variation in the level of the description
provided for interventions, and limited informa-
tion regarding the training or professional skills
of the program facilitators. Manuals or docu-
mented guidelines for how to conduct sessions
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are rarely provided and may not even exist for
some programs. There are, however, welcome
exceptions to this pattern (Antonio et al., 2009;
Czuba et al., 2006; Loper & Tuerk, 2011). Some
programs use portions of the existing outside
programs that provide documentation of training
procedures. For example, Harrison (1997) used a
combination of Bavolek & Comstock’s (1985)
The Nurturing Program as well as components
from Dinkmeyer and McKay’s (1989) Systematic
Training for Effective Parenting. Specific
descriptions of intervention and training content
allow for the replication of reported successful
interventions and guidelines on important inter-
vention features. Further, and quite importantly,
a need remains not only for the ongoing moni-
toring of implementation fidelity, but the docu-
mentation of such in published studies.

Delineation and Description
of Contextual Features

The varying content of interventions likely
reflects the various contexts in which interven-
tion is implemented. Better attention to and
description of these contexts will improve
understanding and cross-fertilization of efforts.
While there are many situations that characterize
a particular setting or program, there are two
major contextual dimensions that can substan-
tially affect the content of programming. The first
concerns whether the program is implemented
for mothers or fathers. While a few interventions
have been used with both men and women, many
are specifically designed for mothers or fathers,
or at least they are noted to be such. This is not
surprising: Prisons are gender-specific, and jails
have gender-specific sections. The needs and
stresses of incarcerated mothers can differ con-
siderably from men, due to differences in
pre-incarceration primary caretaker status, length
of sentence, connection with caretakers, presence
of mental health problems, and many other
gendered differences (Loper & Tuerk, 2011).
Detailed descriptions of exactly how a program
addresses specific aspects of being a mother or a
father are needed.

Along similar lines, program content may
vary depending upon whether reunification is
expected within the short term or long term.
Parents who will soon be resuming contact with
children, as is the case in many jail programs,
may benefit from more instruction in behavioral
management and awareness of transitional issues
that can arise with unification. Parents serving
longer sentences may need more instruction
regarding ways of utilizing the existing commu-
nication avenues, growing personally, and col-
laborating with caregivers. Unlike most
empirically supported family interventions that
specify a particular child issue (e.g., ADHD,
conduct disorder, autism), interventions with the
incarcerated may be better summarized in terms
of the key contextual features that permeate the
incarcerated parent–child relationship.

Implications for Practice and Policy

Practice Recommendations

This review of 38 parenting programs for incar-
cerated mothers and fathers illuminates several
opportunities for practice and policy. First, for
practitioners—individuals facilitating and
implementing programs in correctional facilities
—it is critically important to meaningfully assess
and document both the program curriculum
being used and to evaluate outcomes on an
ongoing basis. Program content must align with
learning objectives. Practitioners can partner with
university researchers to assist with evaluation
efforts to help ensure that program goals are
linked to measurable outcomes and to see whe-
ther such outcomes are actually achieved. When
decisions need to be made by administrators
about services in light of budget constraints,
having assessments of program impact may help
save helpful programs.

This field, on the whole, would benefit from
the use of an agreed upon set of evidence-based
and evidence-informed “best practices” for pro-
gram content, delivery, and evaluation relative to
parenting programs in general. This would help
guide the development of new programs.
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Practitioners are advised to select the best pro-
gram for their population with consideration of
the gender of the incarcerated parent, the likeli-
hood the parent will reunify with the child(ren),
and the setting of the program (e.g., jail or
prison). When possible, child age should also be
a consideration. An effective program in one
context should not be considered the answer to
all contexts. For example, although a program
with fathers incarcerated at a prison facility may
show positive results, it may not be a good
program for mothers incarcerated in a local jail.

Policy Recommendations

A major policy issue that impacts the type of
programming and content of program relates to
the gender of the incarcerated parent. Tradition-
ally, prisons and jails, and to a certain extent
educational programming within the correctional
context, were all designed for men. However,
increasingly, women are represented in correc-
tional populations. Unfortunately, many correc-
tional facilities do not yet have gender-responsive
policies. A gender-responsive approach takes into
account the incarcerated individuals’ gender
during all aspects of criminal justice involvement,
from intake, to programming decisions, to reentry
and reunification support. A gender-responsive
policy toward educational programming would
acknowledge the fact that mothers and fathers
often have different roles in their family and may
have quite different histories of communication
and interactional styles with their children, in part
due to these different roles.

A second policy recommendation concerns
visitation and opportunities for contact with the
incarcerated mother or father during their incar-
ceration and perhaps while participating in edu-
cational programming. For a parenting program
to be effective, a parent needs to have an
opportunity to interact with their child and
practice newly acquired skills and behavioral
responses. Policies that facilitate parent–child
contact during incarceration would include child-
friendly visiting rooms and policies and perhaps
provide extended contact visits for children with

their parents. Additional opportunities for
enhanced connection concern the availability and
affordability of phone calls to and from correc-
tional facilities. Gender-responsive policies and
child-friendly visitation policies would be major
changes for many correctional facilities. How-
ever, these changes, along with institutional
support for parent educational programming,
could have benefits for the parent and their child
and family in the long term.

Conclusion

Many prisons, jails, community agencies, and
citizens have responded to the need to provide
incarcerated parents with parenting programs.
Although a relatively small portion of incarcerated
parents in the USA are currently enrolled in these
efforts, there appears to be a growing awareness of
the importance of this type of interventionwith this
high-risk segment of the population. There is a
need for more and better evaluation of parenting
programs for incarcerated mothers and fathers, as
well as a tolerance for the unique challenges of
doing research and evaluation in correctional set-
tings. Recent legislative attention to the needs of
incarcerated individuals in the USA is a welcome
sign. There appears to be growing support for
aiding families affectedby incarceration.Although
there are difficulties in doing this work, there is
plenty of room for the community of clinicians,
community organizers, correctional professionals,
and scholars to create and refine programs on the
inside that make a difference on the outside.
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