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Abstract 

Parental incarceration often involves caregivers explaining the absence of a 
significant attachment to a child. Developmental scholars suggest that biblio-
therapy and storybooks can provide both illustrative and explanatory frame-
works for caregivers to discuss difficult topics with children. Storybooks paired 
with caregiver wisdom might help children to understand and adjust to the 
loss of a parent. However, scientific-based derivatives of caregiver experiences 
and communication practices integrated into storybooks are largely absent 
from the literature. To address this gap a qualitative community-based action 
research study was carried out in three contiguous phases, with 22 caregivers 
during 8 focus groups in the Washington, D.C. Metropolitan area. Phase one 
entailed exploring caregiver-child communication practices related to paren-
tal incarceration. The second phase involved creating topic-specific stories in-
tegrated with bibliotherapeutic principles drawn from caregivers’ perceptions 
and narratives. The third phase included developing a web portal to host dig-
ital storybooks and companion resources. Catalytic validity was established 
through collaboration with the project team. Data analysis resulted in a ro-
bust theoretical framework and grounded theory entitled, Caregivers’ Family 
Relations Assessment and Communication Strategies (C-FRACS). Findings 
assert caregivers’ prerogatives on child well-being as a priority as it intersects 
with communication practices and epistemological concepts of explaining jail, 
prison, and parental incarceration to children. 
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1. Introduction 

Approximately 2 million people are in jails and prisons across the United States, 
half of whom are mothers and fathers of minor children. Most of these children 
are under 10 years old (Annie Casey Foundation, 2016). Incarceration of a par-
ent can yield unconscionable social costs to families and is especially difficult 
and confusing for young children to comprehend. As children seek a greater 
understanding about the loss, parental incarceration often involves caregivers 
explaining the absence of a significant attachment figure to a child. From this 
point of interpersonal communication, attunement, and empathy, caregivers might 
bridge the gap between a child grieving the loss of the absent parent and offering 
ways to cope. Conceptualizing prison, jail, and the purpose of carceral facilities 
as well as the reasoning for a parent’s separation and detainment may be difficult 
for young children to understand and challenging for caregivers to put into age- 
appropriate language. Yet, caregivers tend to intuitively understand a child’s rea-
diness for these sensitive discussions (Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2021). Caregivers 
also realize the potential intensity of emotions and nuanced familial circums-
tances surrounding parental incarceration. This gives insights into the child’s 
and caregiver’s temperament needed for these discussions. Yet, these discussions 
may be still difficult to navigate, and few resources exist that capture caregivers’ 
insights and wisdom specific to this social phenomenon. Discussion with a child 
about parental incarceration calls for the caregivers’ discussions to be broad yet 
unique to the child. Trauma-informed practice and expressive arts scholars sug-
gest that bibliotherapeutic storybooks can provide both illustrative and explana-
tory frameworks to discuss difficult topics with children (Walker et al., 2020; 
Malchiodi, 2015).  

While there is a growing body of children’s literature on parental incarcera-
tion, many such works are based on singular experiences and anecdotal narra-
tives (Larsen Walker et al., 2020). One method to address this gap and enhance 
the genre is to introduce scientific methods and rigor, thereby mitigating sus-
ceptibility to confirmation and personal bias aligned with anecdotal narratives. 
The empirical methodology can moderate and hold accountable preconceived 
notions and value judgment through the researcher’s systematic protocol and eth-
ics. This may increase the applicability and generalization of bibliotherapeutic 
resources for children. However, as noted, these scientific-based derivatives of 
caregiver experiences integrated into storybooks are largely absent from the lite-
rature. This qualitative research study was designed to explore caregivers’ com-
munication practices with their children regarding parental incarceration. Fur-
ther, the researchers sought to understand caregivers’ perceptions of the use of 
bibliotherapeutic storybooks to discuss the incarceration of a parent with minor 
children (under 10 years old.). This paper is based on a hybrid, community-based 
action research study with 22 caregivers of young children with parents in jail or 
prison. Eight focus group sessions were held in the District of Columbia, Mary-
land, and Virginia (The D.C. Metropolitan area). This paper is one of the mul-
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tiple articles informed by the substantive domains and caregivers’ perspectives, 
identified in the study’s grounded theory: Caregivers’ Family Relations Assess-
ment and Communication Strategies (Hart-Johnson et al., 2022). 

2. Related Literature  

It is well established that parental incarceration is an adverse childhood expe-
rience that aligns with future health-related risks (The Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention, 2019). This means that if intervention is not administered 
to allay the trajectory of adversities, these children not only are susceptible to 
potential challenges during the incarceration, but also, possibly well after the 
parent returns home (Testa & Jackson, 2021; Wildeman et al., 2018). 

In this section, theories of loss and stigma are presented. Next, parental incar-
ceration and the possible deleterious impacts on children are discussed, followed 
by insights on how caregivers’ communication might buttress the adverse im-
pacts of maternal and paternal imprisonment. Finally, the principles of biblio-
therapy introduce strategies for how age-appropriate literature might advance 
children’s comprehension of challenging topics such as parental incarceration. 

2.1. Theory 

Two theories underpin this research. The first theory is ambiguous loss (Boss, 
1999). Boss suggested that when a significant loss occurs without closure or ex-
planation, it can bring about ambiguous loss. The ambiguity tends to exacerbate 
feelings of grief and loss.  

Incarceration can be embarrassing. This condition aligns with the second 
theory, social stigma. Families and even children sometimes feel singled out and 
treated differently because of family member incarceration. According to Goff-
man (1997), social stigma entails assigning value to others as if they are less- 
than. As a result, some people have feelings of inferiority and shame associated 
with being singled out and treated differently due to familial incarceration.  

2.2. Parental Incarceration 

Incarceration poses risks to child well-being. The Annie Casey Foundation (2016) 
found that children who are separated from their incarcerated parents, even for 
a brief time, can face adverse psychological and emotional outcomes on par with 
exposure to violence and/or abuse. Kjellstrand et al. (2020) indicated that addi-
tional adversities include familial instability, academic challenges, social stigma, 
and emotional distress  

While trying to cope with loss, children are naturally curious about where 
their parents are (Poehlmann-Tynan & Pritzl, 2019) and if they are harmed in 
jail or prison. Young children (under age five) may worry and may have deep 
emotional concerns without the maturity and vocabulary to voice their feelings 
to their caregivers (Gualano et al., 2017; Neuman, 1998). According to Elliott & 
Reid (2019), older children (under 10 years) may become preoccupied with loss, 
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receiving unclear information from family members and peers, exacerbated by 
external influences and fears stoked for example, by television images of prison 
systems. Ultimately, children may fear for their incarcerated parent’s safety. 

Correa et al. (2021) suggested that young children generally have difficulty in 
understanding and grasping the nature of carceral systems. In the absence of 
clear communication about their parents, children’s imaginations may leave them 
with unrealistic and growing anxieties.  

Many children will face parental incarceration exacerbated by the risks of oth-
er adverse experiences (Beresford et al., 2020), such as poverty, instability, abuse, 
and frequent changes in caregivers. According to Beresford et al. (2020), many 
affected children of the incarcerated will encounter continual disruptions to an 
already fractured family system, with possible impacts on their academic life. 
Affected children may endure high-stress transitions (e.g., moving to lower-cost 
dwellings, changing school districts), all of which are rarely explained before-
hand (Larsen Walker et al., 2020).  

However, not all children will experience adverse circumstances. A significant 
number of these children will remain with their nonincarcerated parent or tran-
sition to grandparents, relatives, or to non-kinship caregiving arrangements where 
their lives are enhanced and their coping skills strengthened.  

2.3. Caregivers’ Communication and Children’s Comprehension 

Caregivers can play a vital communicative role in supporting children when the 
parent is in jail or prison. Meadan (2020) indicated that children rely on their 
caregivers to keep them safe, inform them of issues impacting their lives, and 
guide them through difficult circumstances. These caregivers can play a signifi-
cant role in safeguarding and promoting child well-being through supportive and 
attuned caregiving and creating a clear dialogue with children.  

Addressing a child’s inquires and concerns about a parent’s imprisonment can 
be one of the most difficult discussions caregivers encounter with children. Sim-
ilar to sharing other sensitive topics, caregivers may struggle to articulate pers-
pectives and concepts to young children in a manner that is developmentally 
appropriate and understandable (Kelly, 2018). As such, many caregivers may 
avoid this task (Hart-Johnson et al., 2022). Other caregivers have found ways to 
broach the often emotionally-laden topic by using communication strategies 
aligned with interventions. These practices can enhance children’s coping and 
abilities to deal with difficult information (Ferm et al., 2005).  

Discussions on parental incarceration can be hard on the caregiver, as well. 
Responding to children’s queries and sharing information about parental incar-
ceration can be emotionally draining for caregivers. These discussions can leave 
caregivers with internal conflict over what and how much about the incarcera-
tion itself should be shared with children (Young et al., 2020).  

2.4. Bibliotherapy and Storybooks  

Bibliotherapy has a long-standing reputation as a modality for helping children 
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understand difficult topics. Most modern-day theoretical frameworks of biblio-
therapy can be traced back to the early 1900s. Bibliotherapy was coined by Sa-
muel McChord Crothers in 1916, where he posited that books could indeed have 
therapeutic properties, thereby offering non-clinical users a method of evolving 
to a better state of being after reading specific literary works (McChord, 1916). 
Bibliotherapy further encompasses using literature to explain difficult situations, 
help the reader to make meaning of the circumstances, and to promote coping 
and emotional healing (Drolet et al., 2022; Malchiodi, 2015). As McChord 
Crothers posited “… a book is a literary prescription put up for the benefit of 
someone [sic] who needs it” (McChord, 1916: p. 293).  

Caregivers have used storybooks to illustrate many difficult talking points 
[e.g., divorce, separation, death] (Neuman, 1998). However, there is a dearth of 
empirically derived and tailored storybooks using bibliotherapeutic techniques 
to explain parental incarceration, prison, and jail. While the available children’s 
literature on the subject offers the promise of meeting children’s needs and pro-
viding basic topic-specific talking points, most of these literary works are largely 
aligned with anecdotal stories. Many of these books are highly personalized and 
based on the lived experiences of self-published authors. According to research-
ers, some of these books also present jails and prisons as dark and scary places, 
where parents are presented in threatening conditions, thereby exacerbating 
children’s fears (Larsen Walker et al., 2020).  

Moreover, Larsen Walker and colleagues, found that many books in this genre 
were a combination of poor writing quality, harmful political ideologies related 
to prisons and jails, dated ideas relative to science, and stereotypes and repre-
sentations of culturally irrelevant content. Although these authors of the story-
books may have held good intent, in some cases unfamiliarity with culture, eth-
nic groups, and nuanced situations might result in depictions of families, incar-
ceration, and ideas that are inconsistent with the caregivers’ realities and situa-
tions in which children are exposed. The content may also be incongruent with 
strength-based intervention recommended for families and children as they deal 
with and recover from their familial loss. 

3. Methods 

This qualitative study was designed to explore caregivers’ communication prac-
tices with children regarding the incarceration of a parent(s). The researchers 
also sought to understand the potential of using storybooks (with bibliothera-
peutic properties) to assist with these discussions. An a priori assumption and 
literature review led us to posit that these tools might hold promise as resources 
for coping and healing for the users. 

Participatory or action research requires iterative and continuous adjustments. 
There are methodological decisions that require researchers’ astute project man-
agement skills, balancing resource allocations, and adhering to principles of ac-
tion research to meet the project objectives (Herr & Anderson, 2015). This sec-
tion explains the research team configuration, the project management, resource 
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requirements, the primary objectives, problem definition, scope, recruitment, fo-
cus groups, and data analysis.  

3.1. Research Team, Project Resources, and Objectives 

Our goal was to meet multiple objectives for this research study, which the 
project team coined the “Storybook Research Project.” The team comprised 3 
co-principal researchers, 3 graphic artists, 1 voice-over specialist, a project man-
ager/web implementation manager, a web designer, and a child psychologist. As 
noted, the first goal was to understand the communication practices of caregiv-
ers using focus group data collection (from caregiver community partners). The 
second goal was to better understand the utility of storybooks with integrated 
bibliotherapy principles based on feedback from our partners (and extrapolate 
from caregivers’ narratives and prevalent themes, scenarios to use as frameworks 
for the storybooks). A third goal was to create a web portal to host digital ver-
sions of storybooks, using voiceovers and other digital resources, including, 
e-books, fact sheets, and helpful resource links, as well as to inform the creation 
of bibliotherapeutic storybooks in paperback format. 

The project team’s responsibilities varied. The co-principal researchers ma-
naged all facets of the research study. The graphic artists created the characters 
in each storybook. The methodology of storybook creation is briefly explained 
later in this section. The voice-over specialist’s role was to create an audio voice- 
over for each digital storybook. The project manager/web implementation man-
ager was responsible for overseeing the contracted web development according 
to the co-principal researchers’ requirements. The child psychologist was hired 
to review each of the children’s books.  

The objectives/goals were codified in the two central research questions: 
Research Question 1 (RQ1): How do parents/caregivers communicate with 

children about parental incarceration? 
Research Question 2 (RQ2): How do parents/caregivers perceive the use of 

customized stories as interventions for children affected by incarceration? 
According to Herr & Anderson (2015), action-oriented studies consider the 

research questions across all aspects of the project scope. The nature of this re-
search requires researchers’ fluidity and flexibility as insiders/participants share 
perspectives during the systematic inquiry. In the current study, caregivers were 
considered insiders and subject matter experts who informed the project. The 
project execution phases and steps that align with answering the research ques-
tions follow.  

3.2. Project Scope and Proposal 

The research protocol and project management steps are explained as a mul-
ti-pronged approach. Figure 1 depicts the project sequence and major miles-
tones occurring during the research timeline. The project representation in Fig-
ure 1 is divided into two major processes. The top half of the diagram depicted  
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Figure 1. Storybook research project. 
 
in Figure 1, labeled “Research Proposal and Implementation Phases,” is anno-
tated by A.1 through E.1, with outcomes and deliverables labeled A.1.1 through 
E.1.1. 

Figure 1, block A.1, also represents the concept of operations for a web portal, 
the systematic plan for creating storybooks from the caregivers’ thematic narra-
tives, and the overview of how the literary works would be vetted before publica-
tion. This phase is explained in the sections that follow. 

The bottom half of Figure 1, labeled “Information Technology Phase,” was 
carried out in five steps in parallel with the research study milestones annotated 
as Step 1 through Step 5. In brief, the technology phase entailed developing the 
design of the web portal to house the information resources (books, resource 
sheets, etc.) that would be developed during the post-data analysis and imple-
mentation phase of this project. Step 2 involved hiring talent to create the illu-
strations and design the web pages. Step 3 entailed fully developing and testing 
the prototype. Step 4 entailed content upload, and Step 5 involved fully imple-
menting the portal use. 

3.3. Purpose and Proposal Submission  

The problem definition, project scope, research design, and methodology de-
picted in Figure 1, were submitted as a proposal for Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) approval. The approval was granted in October 2018.  

The research purpose entailed understanding what if any caregivers’ chal-
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lenges were encountered when explaining parental incarceration to children 
under 10 years old. Additionally, the research team endeavored to understand 
how children’s storybooks aligned with caregivers’ narratives could be created 
without interjecting bias, unrealistic scenarios, and harmful graphic images. To 
understand this problem a community-based participatory research approach 
was used. 

Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR) generally engages partici-
pants at the outset and through the continuum of the study (Chen et al., 2010). 
However, our community partners were recruited after the proposal was ap-
proved and informed consent was granted to adhere to IRB stipulations. During 
the remainder of the study, participants made direct contributions and provided 
insights to meet the research study objectives. 

3.4. Recruit Community Partners  

Recruitment entailed multiple sampling strategies, including snowball, purpose-
ful, and convenient sampling. We intended to employ a wide range of options to 
recruit and to hear multiple perspectives from caregivers who had experience 
raising children with incarcerated parents. Inclusion criteria were concerned 
with caregivers of all gender and races who: 1) were over 18 years old; 2) spoke 
fluent English, and 3) cared for a child who was 10 years or younger with a par-
ent who was incarcerated in jail or prison. While we sought the expertise of all 
gender groups, only those who self-identified as women responded. 

Twenty-two caregivers were recruited for this study (see Hart-Johnson & 
Johnson, 2022). Eight focus groups provided data collection of caregivers’ know-
ledge, challenges, and nuanced techniques for discussing parental incarceration. 
Communication was considered non-verbal and verbal, as well as the choice not 
to discuss the matter at all.  

3.5. Focus Group Data Collection and Do-Over Narratives  

Focus group durations ranged between 60 and 90 minutes. Audio recorders were 
used to capture dialogue. Focus group informants participated in an icebreaker 
session where they were assigned pseudonyms. They were instructed by the faci-
litator to use this name when answering or contributing to the discussion. 

During each focus group session, stimulus material was used to generate dis-
cussion. Specifically, a graphic artist hired for this project created a caricature 
that represented a young child with an incarcerated parent. To remove ethnic 
characteristics, anthropomorphic cartoons with features similar to an animal 
with child-like features were used. According to some scholars, children’s litera-
ture is considered user-friendly when the stories feature animals with human 
characteristics (Dolokova, 2008). Children tend to have an affinity for and are 
naturally drawn to these types of illustrative designs (Dolokova, 2008).  

Interview questions included such probes as: 
1) How do you communicate with children about parental incarceration? 
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2) What is not being said during the discussions? 
3) How do you feel when having these discussions? 
4) When, if at all do these discussions occur? 
Caregivers took turns answering the questions using pseudonyms assigned 

during an icebreaker exercise.  
The seminal text aligned with Rubin and Rubin’s (2012) research, indicated 

that after intense discussions interviewees may feel exposed. In some cases, the 
participants might second-guess their role as caregivers as they reflect upon their 
lived experiences. It is the facilitator’s responsibility to leave participants feeling 
valued and secure upon the conclusion of the interviews (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). 
To accomplish this task, the team used a historic method similar to capturing 
focus group participants’ “personal summaries” (Krueger, 1998: p. 48).  

This method involved encouraging participants to collectively and symboli-
cally “rewrite” their stories, for two reasons: 1) to reveal more about their ideas 
about informing their children about parental incarceration, 2) to collect partic-
ipants’ creative ideas and elements of story creation. 

The first author led the group in the story-creation exercise, using a large 
poster-sized flip chart and markers. The facilitator captured the caregivers’ res-
ponses via flipchart notations.  

A variation of the following lead-in questions was posed to participants: “If 
you were able to create the perfect story/scenario of explaining parental incarce-
ration to your child, how would it unfold?” The facilitator encouraged contribu-
tions by asking the following probes, inviting every member of each group to 
add to the story: 
 How does the story begin? 
 Who is in the story (characters)? 
 What happens first? 
 What is the main theme and ideas unfolding? 
 How does the story end? 

We named this process “Do-over Narratives” in our field notes because the 
caregivers were able to experience a bit of cathartic release when redoing the sto-
ries based on their collective and dictated successful endings.  

The participants also expressed a bit of levity when collectively writing their 
stories, sharing such comments as “… before we hold the big discussion, we will 
have a big dinner and strawberry shortcake for dessert.” This helped to close out 
the focus group sessions on a light-hearted note.  

Finally, focus group data must be carefully managed and verifiable (Krueger, 
1998). This means that others should be able to follow the methodology and ar-
rive at similar analytical conclusions. The researchers documented the workflow 
and followed the systematic steps to ensure efficiency, accuracy, and verifiability 
(Hart-Johnson & Johnson, 2022).  

Preparation for the focus groups was informed by Krueger (1998), which laid 
the foundation for data analysis. These steps included: Developing a plan for the 
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sessions (interview guide), identifying materials and supplies, refining the ques-
tionnaire and icebreaker, developing moderator/facilitator guidelines, engaging 
community members/informants, and preparing for data analysis. 

3.6. Data Analysis, Coding, and Interpretation  

After information from the audio transcripts was translated and deidentified, 
data analysis comprised of first- and second-order coding was independently 
conducted by each of the co-principal researchers. The results were subsequently 
triangulated to refute and discover disconfirming outliers. Concurrent theoreti-
cal sampling and data analysis led to theoretical saturation.  

Following the initial coding, the research team scheduled off-site meetings to 
isolate and focus on theory generation. Theory is considered a set of constructs 
that show relationships and explain how and what happens through linkages of 
high-order themes that address the research questions (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  

Comparative data analysis was used. Specifically, data were compared and 
contrasted with the previous focus group data. Comparative analysis allows the 
researchers to check their reasoning and interpretation against other focus group 
data to see if the initial evidence holds strong and true. Comparative analysis 
entails (Glaser & Strauss, 1967): 1) comparing data points to others to form cat-
egories; 2) integrating properties and categories; 3) creating the theory and es-
tablishing the context, and 4) building the theoretical framework (See Figure 2, 
Caregivers’ Family Relations Assessment and Communication Strategies (C- 
FRACS Theory).  
 

 

Figure 2. Caregivers’ Family Relations Assessment and Communication Strategies (C-FRACS) theory. 
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While the initial theory was drafted, the research team continued to evaluate 
and test the data and relationships during the remainder of the last 3 focus group 
sessions.  

In summary, theory creation involved developing conceptual categories and 
properties, testing them against divergent explanations and evidence, and using 
theoretical abstracting (aligned with theory and extant literature, i.e., one cate-
gory was labeled role ambiguity which aligned with ambiguous loss (Boss, 1999)). 
The theoretical relationships were validated against the data and other sources 
such as field notes, do-over narratives, and extant literature. Theoretical catego-
ries and relationships were used to develop the initial network diagram illu-
strated in Figure 2 (see Hart-Johnson & Johnson, 2022).  

3.7. Align Story Concepts to Theoretical Framework  

The C-FRACS theoretical network diagram, field notes, and do-over narratives 
became the basis for storybooks. In brief, the theory has four major processes 
that are initiated by the incarceration of a parent. The major processes and sub-
processes are denoted as: 
 Caregivers’ Assessment of Family Dynamics and Other Support Systems 
○ Role Clarity 
○ Role Ambiguity 
 Dichotomous (mirrored) emotions 
○ Caregivers’ emotions  
○ Children’s emotions observed 
 Gatekeeper Communications Protocol 
○ Direct 
○ Indirect 
○ Abstain/Abstention 
○ Reflection/Reflexivity  
 Communication Strategy 
○ Effective 
○ Communication Breakdown 
○ Resource (utilizing stories and resources as intervention) 

In brief, the C-FRACS theory suggests that a family assessment conducted by 
a caregiver generally precedes discussion about parental incarceration (see Fig-
ure 2, [A] Caregivers’ Assessment of Family Dynamics & Other Support Sys-
tems). In this assessment, the caregiver determines support systems within and 
outside of the family system. The family roles may shift to fill the gap of incarce-
rated parents where in some circumstances, they become more defined or fuzzy 
(role clarity (a.1) or role ambiguity (a.2), respectively). For example, perhaps a 
caregiver transitions to the role of head of household out of financial necessity. 
As such, the children’s roles may shift to support the family system (e.g., taking 
on household chores, caring for siblings, and becoming emotional support for 
the adult and visa-versa). 
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Dichotomous emotions (Figure 2, [B]) represent a mirroring of emotions 
where the caregivers and the children were found to express the same types of 
emotions (aligned with the incarceration). The diagram represents both the ca-
regiver’s emotions as well as the children’s emotions observed (b.1 and b.2). Re-
sultant emotions may position the caregiver and children to be ambivalent to-
ward discussions on incarceration (b.1.1) or they may be amenable, where they 
are prepared for the discussion (b.1.2) 

The Gatekeeper Communication Protocol (C) explains the process of caregiv-
ers’ communication choices. Communication usually fell into four domains: di-
rect (c.1), indirect (c.2), abstain (c.3), or reflection (c.4). Direct communication 
represents confident, straightforward, clear, and age-appropriate discussions 
with children. Indirect may include making up false narratives, only sharing par-
tial truths, and sequencing information using a staging approach to broach the 
initial discussion and subsequent follow-ups. Caregivers also may have decided 
to abstain from the discussion. Generally, all caregivers in the study used a mode 
of reflection as an evaluative review of their talks with children. Collectively, the 
C-FRACS framework provided the foundation and attributes to align and con-
struct children’s books. 

3.8. Draft Stories, Web Content, Integrate Feedback 

Generalizability and the ability to make reasonable theoretical assertions were 
important in the context of creating storybooks. The design included identifying 
themes aligned with the context-specific theory, C-FRACS. The design also re-
quired book creation for children with broad backgrounds. Therefore, the con-
tent was designed to be generalizable to the degree attainable. 

Glaser & Strauss’ (1967) seminal research indicated that grounded theory has 
both predictive and explanatory power germane to substantive contexts. Auer-
bach & Silverstein (2003) indicated that generalizability is achieved through 
theoretical sampling. Ultimately, generalizability is achieved by an in-depth ex-
ploration of context-specific research concerns (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In the 
context of our initial five focus groups, data were analyzed and the tenets of the 
C-FRACS theory were developed. The future three focus group samples pro-
vided more clarity and definition. This characteristic of grounded theory 
enabled the construction of a theoretical framework (See Figure 2). 

Moreover, each draft story had to adhere to the storybook requirements iden-
tified in Table 1 and bibliotherapy standards identified in Table 2, adapted by 
Maich & Keans (2004). These guidelines helped to establish objective guidelines 
for each author to create a storybook. 

Before holding the final three focus groups, stories were drafted based on 
prevalent themes. In some cases, the author’s used scenarios derived from the 
transcripts. Mapping the stories to the C-FRACS theory also allowed for struc-
ture and boundaries within the context of the research. Essentially, the stories 
emerged from what we “heard” in the data. 
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Table 1. Storybook requirements. 

Requirements Description 

Requirement 1: Theory Alignment 
The book should align with the theoretical 
findings. 

Requirement 2: Character Development 

The characters and storylines should be 
convincing where a child and caregiver could 
imagine and identify themselves as having 
experienced the same or similar 
circumstances. 

Requirement 3: Convincing Storylines 

The storyline should illustrate 
problem-solving techniques, evoke emotions, 
illustrate how the characters reduced feelings 
of anxiety and stress, and provide a means 
for relevant discussion about the book’s 
content. 

Requirement 4: Generate Emotional 
Response 

The story might engender empathy, respect, 
tolerance, acceptance, positivity, 
comprehension, and new literacy skills. 

Requirement 5: Objectivity 

The narratives and illustrations should 
refrain from bias, subjectivity, 
problematizing parents, and polarizing 
depictions of incarcerated persons. 

Requirement 6: Realism 
The stories should refrain from using 
unrealistic fairytale outcomes or unrealistic 
story endings. 

 
Table 2. Bibliotherapy standards. 

Bibliotherapy Principle Description 

Age-appropriate 
The content had to meet the developmental level of 
children in age groups: (0 to 5); (5 to 7), and (7 to 10). 

Reading Level Analysis 
Reading and ease of use were determined by using the 
Flesch Kincaid reading score for fifth-grade level 
parents/caregivers (Flesh, 2007; Tahir et al., 2020). 

Story Narrative Simplicity 
The story is simple, has repetitive themes, is convincing, 
and uses sensory elements (sight, sound, taste, touch, 
smell). 

Culture and Diversity 
Considers diversity, culture, and refrains from gender 
stereotypes. 

Coping and Healing 
Intervention Properties 

Demonstrates coping and overcoming a challenge/odds. 

 
For example, a common theme identified in C-FRACS was that children’s 

roles were sometimes juxtaposed and adult responsibilities were imposed on 
children (i.e., caring for a sibling, providing a meal, cleaning the home). This 
meant that at least one storybook had to cover family dynamic roles and respon-
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sibilities. 
After the three researchers drafted an initial storybook, the work was circu-

lated among the remaining focus groups for feedback. 

4. Findings 

The findings of this research study are explained in a theoretical framework and 
detailed research study (Hart-Johnson & Johnson, 2022). Here, we narrow the 
focus to illuminate segmented findings through the description of tailored sto-
rybooks and the process of disseminating resources hosted on a web portal. Se-
lect caregiver quotes illustrate the alignment with C-FRACS grounded theory 
and linkages to the data. 

4.1. Baby Star Finds “Happy”: For 0 to 5-Years-Old 

During the focus groups, a strong theme emerged and was captured under the 
subprocess, Dichotomous Emotions: children’s emotions observed (Figure 2, 
b.2). This process represents children’s emotional responses relating to the im-
prisonment and absence of a parent. Some caregivers shared that they believed 
children with an incarcerated mother struggled more than a father because of 
the disruption to the maternal attachment bond. 

Caregivers posited that in such cases, it is difficult for young children to adjust 
even if they have a supportive caregiver. The caregivers divulged that children 
under their care often felt a sense of guilt and responsibility for their parent’s 
arrest and incarceration, as if it was their fault. This sentiment is expressed 
through one caregiver’s recommendation shared with focus group members: 
 

 

Figure 3. Central character of baby star finds “happy”. 
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“Tell her that she did not have anything to do with her [mother’s incarcera-
tion], and it’s not her fault anyway. They try to assure her that their incarcera-
tion is not her fault.” 

The story, Baby Star Finds “Happy highlights through character development 
how children can manifest seemingly unrealistic feelings of self-imposed blame 
and guilt about family matters” (Hart-Johnson, 2019-2021). 

In the story, Baby Star is the central character (see Figure 3) and her parents 
and siblings are described as a close-knit family system. The narrative reveals that 
while there were foreshadowing events hinting that there might be challenges with 
the mom not returning home some evenings, Baby Star and the family were shocked 
and saddened when dad must break the news that Momma Star is in jail.  

Baby Star takes on the onus of guilt because she failed to make a wish upon a 
four-leaf clover. Unrealistic as it may seem, she sets out to find a clover, only to 
discover a bunny rabbit whom, she affectionately named “Happy.” The story 
unfolds, detailing their reciprocal and supportive relationship, where Happy 
symbolizes attachment bonds. The story also reveals that grieving the loss of a 
parent is not always consistent, but rather intermittent. The book infers that, 
sometimes, grieving children play. During other times, children just do not un-
derstand how incarceration is impacting their lives. This concept in the book 
was influenced by a caregiver’s comment: 

“I feel like the younger child is not aware, not understanding what’s going on 
so they’re still able to be a kid; by that I mean they can be running around happy 
and oblivious to the dangers of the world.” 

We heard similar stories from caregivers, who voiced concerns about young 
children learning about their incarcerated parents. One caregiver indicated that 
her child directly approached her for information about the incarcerated parent. 
She recalled the child saying, “Mommy, I want to talk about my dad.” This re-
quest from a child conveyed many caregivers’ concerns. The significance of this 
statement forms the baseline for most discussions. The challenge includes what 
to say and how to say it.  

When communicating with children about incarceration, caregivers generally 
held one of three positions: Use direct communication and be truthful with the 
children, or be indirect or do not share information at all (Figure 2, [c.3]).  

Baby Star’s dad plays an instrumental role in conducting the family informal 
assessment and determining the support the children need (Figure 2, [A]). 
Daddy Star is also the main communications gatekeeper (Figure 2, [C]), ensur-
ing that the children are informed about where their mother has gone.  

In the story, readers learn that communication is important in maintaining 
contact via jail-originated phone calls to home. Communication protocols are 
illustrated in (Figure 2, [C]). It is through this mode of communication that 
Baby Star’s mom tells her child (Baby Star) that the incarceration is not her fault. 
The mom also illustrates how to offer an apology for her behavior that resulted 
in her going to jail (without giving details of the events leading up to the sen-
tence). The mom tells Baby Star also that she loves her. 

https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2022.1011026


A. Hart-Johnson et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2022.1011026 406 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

This book highlights several other features, including the power of symbolism, 
friendship, sibling relationships, dads as heads of household, family bonding and 
support, as well as a focus on sensory elements. The family bonds and support 
systems are illustrated in (Figure 2, [A]). The book also illuminates a pheno-
menon reported in the literature called Symbolic Imprisonment, where initially 
when the mom went to prison, the whole family felt that they were sharing the 
sentence (Hart-Johnson, 2017). This was also emphasized in the C-FRACS data, 
where a caregiver shared, “I feel like we’re all in jail, we’re all in prison.” 

4.2. Rocko’s Guitar: For 5 to 7-Years-Old 

Rocko’s Guitar details several components of C-FRACS theory and illustrates the 
challenges of paternal incarceration, compassionate deception, children’s inter-
nalizing and externalizing behaviors in school environments, and the power of 
support systems (Johnson, 2019-2021). Each of these elements was extrapolated 
from the data aligned with C-FRACS. 

In the story, Rocko’s Guitar, the process of assessing the well-being of the 
family system (Figure 2, [A]), is carried out by the mother. The story conveys 
the father-child bond existing between Rocko, the central character, and his dad 
a musician. Prior to incarceration, the dad was head of the household. 

Central to Rocko’s story is the use of compassionate deception (embedded in 
Figure 2, [d.2] communication breakdown). Rocko’s mom did not know how to 
tell Rocko the sad news that his dad, a budding musician was in prison. There-
fore, she instead informed Rocko that Dad left to go on tour in Europe. Rocko’s 
mom believed that this alternative story was better than imposing an emotional 
burden on Rocko. This sentiment was shared by many caregivers in the focus 
group. They stated concern about sharing too much information about the in-
carceration status of parents. 

This theme is also identified under the C-FRACS, Gatekeeper Communica-
tion Protocols (Figure 2, [C]): “abstain” or abstaining from discussing the truth. 
This construct represents how some caregivers abstained from truthful discus-
sions and may have used “indirect” or even deceptive means of communicating 
with children about parental incarceration. 
 

 

Figure 4. The central character, “Rocko” in Rocko’s guitar. 
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This storyline directly aligns with a caregiver who shared, “I told my child that 
(one of the incarcerated parents) was in Europe.”  

In the story, Rocko internalizes his dad’s abrupt absence, feeling confused (de-
picted in Figure 4). He felt that he was unworthy of his father rendering a final 
hug and saying goodbye before leaving for travel. In the story narrative, his 
worry and concerns are initially held within (internalized), but anger ensued and 
he eventually projected his emotions and confusion in the school classroom as 
mild disrespect for his teacher, showing defiance (externalized).  

We draw this behavioral example from caregivers who discussed their con-
cerns about children’s conduct in school, especially if they lacked an under-
standing of the nature of the incarceration. One caregiver reflected on her child-
ren’s externalizing behavior in school: “They’re walking down the hallway when 
they should be in class [or] they are acting up. You don’t want them to be like 
this and it makes for long nights.”  

Another caregiver offered: “They are A and B students but it’s just their beha-
vior is unbearable.” 

The story about Rocko highlights another important concept found in the da-
ta. Rocko learned the truth concerning his father’s incarceration through a 
friend who happened to work at a community center that Rocko attended. Care-
givers in our study spoke of how children often received second-hand renditions 
of what happened to their incarcerated parents. One caregiver warned that this 
situation has repercussions:  

“So, you have grandparents, maternal and paternal. [In addition to] grandpa-
rents, you have aunts and uncles, always surrounding the child, always around… 
As the child gets older, the child begins to question more and more about when 
the father is coming home.” 

While the focus group caregivers mainly described family members interject-
ing and discussing incarceration with children, others indicated that people out-
side the family may tell the child the truth. Therefore, caregivers advised that it 
is paramount that parents get ahead of the situation and share the truth with the 
children, themselves. 

Finally, Rocko’s story highlights examples of how caregivers can recover from 
telling children mistruths. The story illustrates forgiveness, apologies, coping 
strategies, and familial and external support systems identified in the C-FRACs- 
related data. 

4.3. Truth and the Big Dinner: For 7 to 10-Years-Old 

The final storybook created for this research study is Truth and the Big Dinner 
(Hedrington-Jones, 2019). The main crux of the story highlights the central 
problem: Truth’s mother is not coming to dinner because she is in jail.  

This story directly addresses the difference between truth telling to compas-
sionate deception. The story highlights several components of the C-FRACS 
theory, including: the Caregiver’s Assessment of Family Dynamics and Other  
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Figure 5. Central character “truth,” in, truth and the big dinner. 
 
Support Systems, role clarity, role ambiguity, and communication strategies. 

Interwoven in the storylines are the developmental milestones and behaviors 
associated with becoming a seven- to ten-year-old. There is a focus on self-image 
and personal identity as it fits and aligns with assimilating with family and rela-
tives. 

Truth, the main character, wants to fit in and be accepted (Truth’s image is 
depicted in Figure 5). Family is a support network highlighted throughout the 
book (Figure 2, [A]). During the “Do-Over Narrative” segment of the focus 
groups, caregivers indicated that if they could do things differently, they would 
surround their children with supportive family and friends when telling the child 
about their parent’s incarceration. This concept is illustrated by the following 
participant’s views:  

“Maybe a small group of the family [should be present], but not everyone 
converged on her at one time. It could be an auntie or grandmother or someone 
that she really has a bond, and to sit down and have a conversation.” 

Consistent with pre-adolescent child development, caregivers in our study al-
so highlighted the importance of children fitting in. They distinguished that 
there is an important intersection between acceptance and children’s self-blame. 
This is conveyed through a caregiver’s comments as she shared her own child’s 
thoughts using first-person narration: “If I were a better child or maybe if I was a 
little girl, this wouldn’t happen or that wouldn’t happen.” 

This comment illustrates how children sometimes believe that if they were 
better children, perhaps their parents would not have become incarcerated.  

Lastly, Truth learns through her journey how the support of aunties, grand-
mothers, and other family members can help with coping with loss. The elders in 
the story demonstrate how information is shared in ways that children compre-
hend using analogies and symbolism. The story ends with a focus on under-
standing the difference between secrets and lies. It features forgiveness, apolo-
gies, and reasons for hope. Caregiver attunement, protective practices, and car-
ing are highlights consistent with the content and the ideas expressed by care-
givers in our research study. 
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4.4. Feedback from Caregivers and a Child Psychologist 

Findings from this study included feedback from caregivers to inform each sto-
rybook. Each book was presented to the final three (3) focus groups for partici-
pant feedback related to the content, relevancy, and potential responses from 
children. Participants were apprised of the inclusion criteria and methodology 
used for book creation.  

During these focus groups, the books were shared beforehand and during the 
initial opening of the focus groups as a refresher. Caregivers offered detailed 
commentary on the application and viability of the stories, such as the following 
caregiver’s critique of the story, Rocko’s Guitar: 

“Rocko had a support system in place, most importantly [he had] his mother. 
But it seemed like she was [remorseful], after the fact. Maybe she did not know 
how to handle the fact that the child’s father was in jail. She lied to him. I always 
believe that lying is not good under any circumstances no matter the age of the 
child. Kids are not stupid. They know something is wrong. They know that their 
parent is not in the picture and lying to a kid for whatever reason is wrong! Then 
it just struck me that she was [also] a part of the support system”  

Detailed comments such as the aforementioned were used to tweak the books 
and refine the core messaging. Additionally, a child psychologist reviewed and 
offered a critique. The psychologist examined each book for age and develop-
mental appropriateness. Also, each book was evaluated on addressing the fol-
lowing questions: 
 How, if at all, do the books offer intervention and illustrate coping strategies? 
 Are the concepts simple and aligned with the age groups purported? 
 What concepts align with character behaviors? How are they demonstrated? 
 In what ways are characters demonstrating coping and resilience? 
 Do the characters and their behaviors offer parents communication examples 

and strategies for: 
○ Overcoming difficult situations that mirror situations of loss 
○ Ambiguity,  
○ Familial separation, and  
○ Recovery? 

The previous examples are an excerpt of the full list of criteria used for the 
vetting process. After the feedback was applied, the final drafts were published in 
paperback format and in digital media. 

4.5. Web Portal and Resources 

Dissemination of resources for caregivers’ immediate use was deemed impor-
tant. We heard during focus groups that our community partners, the caregivers, 
needed resources to use on demand. Therefore, as soon as the stories, resources, 
and other content were vetted by the research team, caregivers, and a child psy-
chologist, the web team uploaded the documents for use. The resources created 
for this project were stored on a web portal as shown in Figure 6. 
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Figure 6. My story and me web portal. 
 

We selected a user-friendly name, “My Story and Me,” as a masthead that 
represented the web-based content. This name was conjectured to be inviting 
and would enable users to feel a part of the project as well as feel comfortable 
accessing the tools and resources on a platform that was not highly technical. 
Child-friendly depictions of diverse children drawn from stock images were used 
to capture the essence of child-friendly resources. 

The portal had three (3) major entry points: Our Research, Our Purpose, Get 
Resources. The “Our Research” link described our research study and provided 
researcher bios and profiles. The “Our Purpose” link discussed the science, em-
pirical literature, and the reasoning for using storybooks and bibliotherapy. The 
purpose of the project was clearly described as aligned with our research ques-
tions and focus groups. 

The “Get Resources link” housed the digital versions of the storybooks with 
voiceovers so that parents could use them with their children using smartphones, 
tablets, computers, or devices of their choice. 

The web portal remained operational and funded for 2 years. The content was 
then redirected to the second author’s nonprofit organization and placed under 
their resource list.  

4.6. Disseminating Resources to Community Partners  

Research is often informed by community members who are at risk for a host of 
adverse conditions, yet upon completion of the study, they are rarely the direct 
recipient of the project. Although it is critical to disseminate the work to aca-
demic texts, journals, and conferences (Vaughn et al., 2013), it is also important 
that the work is accessible to community partners/research participants.  

As a post-research campaign to reach members of the community, we 
launched our “Reading Circles.” These literary reading circles are intentionally 
focused on topic-specific content where a facilitator leads the group in rich dis-
cussions about books. The facilitator orients the audience to delve into the bibli-
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otherapeutic intricacies of the story, focusing on the emotional content, sensory 
elements, deeper meaning, and how the content relates to their lives. Through 
this process, participants reflect and share their own childhood experiences as 
compared to the stories. Ultimately, the reading circle attendees would expe-
rience catharsis and create an action plan for themselves.  

We also disseminated the research at local and international conferences ger-
mane to the topic and social phenomenon. At a conference in Huddersfield, Eng-
land (Hart-Johnson, Johnson, & Hedrington-Jones, 2019), the research team 
highlighted the preliminary findings and the status of the project. We subse-
quently were able to present the study as well as host workshops on using our 
tailored storybooks on parental incarceration with bibliotherapy practices.  

5. Discussion 

This study explored the interpersonal communication of caregivers and their 
children related to parental incarceration. The crux of this paper focused on how 
storybooks might bridge the gap between a child grieving the loss of a formative 
relationship and caregivers sharing ways to cope with difficult life circumstances. 
This research confirms Larsen Walker et al. (2020) hypothesis that bibliothera-
peutic literature can help children with incarcerated parents develop problem- 
solving skills, model resilience, demonstrate effective coping, and illustrate attri- 
butes of strong character building (Malchiodi, 2015). 

Our study participants’ feedback was congruent with seminal works that sug-
gested storybooks can help children understand their world, increase compre-
hension, and help children to venture outside of their environments without ev-
er leaving their homes (Abasi & Soori, 2014). 

The uncertainty of prison sentencing, prison visits and constraints, and the 
continuum of events ranging from arrest to release from prison are often ambi-
guous and filled with vagueness, leaving caregivers with often inadequate infor-
mation. As such, they may at times feel helpless and limited, and with a perva-
sive sense of discomfort related to unknowns (Legal Information Institute, n.d.).  

Adequate caregiver-child communication might clear up the confusion about 
an absent parent without imposing an emotional burden on children. In fact, the 
discussion might help young children of the incarcerated parent to reframe any 
thoughts about somehow causing the event to occur (based on their tendency for 
egocentric thinking during childhood).  

Young children may not comprehend such terms as jail, prison, arrest, sen-
tencing, and courts (Cain & Oakhill, 2008). Given that their vocabulary is still 
evolving and cognitive maturation is ever increasing, children who are about five 
years old and under may only understand that their parents have suddenly dis-
appeared (Abasi & Soori, 2014). Children who are aged six to ten may have in-
creased acquisition of word comprehension and recognition. This age group 
might have different information needs based on comprehension age-match. 

It is widely reported that communication is an integral part of socio-emo- 
tional skills building and family bonding. This interpersonal skill also increases 
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the chances of creating a stress-reducing environment for child nurturing (Par-
chment et al., 2022). Yet, not all caregivers are comfortable with the pedagogy of 
using children’s literature as an aid and instruction guides as tools, deferring that 
responsibility to helping professionals and educators (Coppola et al., 2013). 
Further, some caregivers may feel ambivalent about sharing sensitive and poten-
tially stress-inducing information, even with the aid of resources. As such, care-
givers may avoid completely having the discussions.  

Although some caregivers may doubt their competency to deliver the infor-
mation about incarceration without further inflicting emotional burdens and 
anguish on young children, others have mastered this feat, delivering informa-
tion in age-appropriate and child-sensitive ways. This study has provided the 
framework to capture the essence of caregivers’ practices and problem-solving 
techniques in the storybooks and resources created for this project. 

The study also affirms that harnessing caregivers’ abilities and wisdom can 
add to the literature base by offering first-hand insights to cultivate dyadic dis-
cussions and communication practices with children. Future research should 
continue a focus on the dynamics of caregiver-child communication from the 
perspectives of incarcerated parents.  

As noted at the outset, conceptualizing prison, jail, and the purpose of carceral 
facilities as well as the reasoning for a parent’s separation and detainment may 
be difficult for young children to comprehend and challenging for caregivers to 
put into age-appropriate language. The books, Baby Star Finds “Happy”, Rocko’s 
Guitar, and Truth and the Big Dinner, each provide an inside glimpse into jails 
and prisons without interjecting stereotypes or demoralizing the parents as “in-
mates.”  

For example, in the book, Rocko’s Guitar (see Figure 7), the dad is depicted 
talking on the pay phone from the prison. This illustration aligns with the lite-
rature that recommends that authors should avoid depicting parents in a nega-
tive light where children might fear for their parent’s safety (Larsen Walker et 
al., 2020). The authors/researchers refrained from using frightening illustrations, 
dark images, and threatening environments that might add to children’s worries 
and concerns. 
 

 

Figure 7. Rocko and dad speak by telephone. 
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The act of reading a storybook is a form of communication. The stories pro-
vide a basis for caregiver-child interaction and possible bonding.  

As Gualano et al. (2017) indicated, the mere act of reading to a child can in-
crease vocabulary and build attachments. Caregiver-child communication helps 
to lay the groundwork for children’s comprehension as well as enhances listen-
ing skills.  

How caregivers navigate difficult circumstances in the family can model how 
children adjust to loss, cope with grief, and deal with potential stigma. The sto-
rybooks offer opportunities and talking points for the caregiver-child didactic 
discussions. 

There is evidence that empirical-based interventions such as bibliotherapy can 
reduce stress, help children to understand and cope with incarceration and, po-
tentially, reduce adverse outcomes (Drolet et al., 2022; Gualano et al., 2017; 
Malchiodi, 2015). 

Storybooks can help children to understand the complexity and dynamics of 
the world. The use of stories can improve a child’s comprehension as well as 
stimulate a framework for discussion about difficult situations and associated 
feelings/emotions related to estranged, fractured, or stress related to formative 
relationships (Dolokova, 2008). To illustrate a broad range of heterogeneous ex-
periences, it seems reasonable that books about parental incarceration should be 
generalizable across cultural contexts related to arrest, jail, prison, and commu-
nication regarding incarceration. These stories would be even more beneficial if 
they were vetted by such experts as child development psychologists as well as 
caregivers/parents. 

As noted, young children have difficulties conceptualizing prison and jail as 
well as the purpose of these carceral facilities. They may also struggle with un-
derstanding the reasoning behind a parent’s whereabouts and detainment. Each 
of these topics could be explained through prose captured in a storybook and 
other tailored resources (Poehlmann-Tynan et al., 2021; Poehlmann-Tynan & 
Pritzl, 2019) without explaining the details or morals associated with an alleged 
crime. Using tailored books as guides, caregivers can explain complex topics, 
using developmentally aligned language. One method of ensuring that books 
meet these standards is through the use of bibliotherapeutic principles combined 
with subject-matter-expert vetting. 

The intentional design of the storybooks created for this project also met the 
requirements (Table 1) of alignment with theoretical findings, creating con-
vincing characters in the stories, and integrating opportunities for caregivers to 
discuss problem-solving, stress reduction, and elements such as apologies, for-
giveness, and truth-telling. 

Creating stories aligned with caregivers’ experiences and frequent encounters, 
while removing personal biases and meeting the aforementioned requirements, 
entailed analyzing the data and using creativity. Scholars suggest that storybooks 
help adults to draw from personal childhood experiences, reflections on over-
coming struggles, acknowledging that life is not all about fairytale endings and 

https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2022.1011026


A. Hart-Johnson et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2022.1011026 414 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

that, sometimes, we must accept that bad things happen to good people (Abasi & 
Soori, 2014). 

The storybooks created for this project each provide realistic endings (Hart- 
Johnson, 2017; Hedrington-Jones, 2019; Johnson, 2019-2021). The stories do not 
promise or establish a precedent that the parents will come home and life will be 
“rosy.” Instead, the realism of a parent not coming home right away is a starting 
point for discussion for the caregiver to consider the unique circumstances of 
the child. 

The C-FRACS model notes that caregivers and children often experience sim-
ilar emotions where a “mirroring effect” ensues. This assessment is highlighted 
in each of the books, as well. 

The study also aligns with findings from Nesmith & Ruhland (2011) and Lo-
hre (2017) that illuminated the need for caregivers to have resources and tools 
that enable them to reflect upon their own lived experiences, while also being 
attuned to the well-being of their children.  

Finally, the stories provide opportunities for children to see themselves and to 
live vicariously through the lessons learned from others. This idea is evidenced 
in the caregiver’s quote as follows: 

“I have to say when I first heard that story, it really hit home for me and the 
child I’m caring for. The child has a very, very close relationship with his father 
and it hit home… But to teach them [that incarceration] was not the normal 
process. This is, unfortunately, what has happened... but let them talk about it 
with the adults. With the smaller children, yes, a book is good. If they can write, 
if they can listen to someone else going through some of the same feelings that 
they have, it might help.” 

6. Conclusion 

This qualitative study was designed to address the communication and story-
book literature gap. The prevalence of incarceration positions the United States 
as the highest jailer in the world, leaving a legacy of children with incarcerated 
parents. While recent trends have shown some level of decline, what remains 
constant is that half of the prison population of adults have minor children. The 
nonincarcerated caregivers need tailored resources to help with the often sensi-
tive and emotionally-laden discussion.  

The literature conveys that children with incarcerated parents are the least to 
be informed about their parent’s location and well-being, leaving children to 
worry, possibly internalize guilt, and sometimes feel abandoned due to a lack of 
clear and age-appropriate communication. The storybooks and resources asso-
ciated with this project are designed to help caregivers to facilitate communica-
tion with young children and to bolster confidence when holding sensitive dis-
cussions. 

While books are only a starting point for discussion, caregivers can establish a 
plan to help children sort out and make sense of their lives, especially if they are 
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informed of how it will change. Caregivers are by default in the best position to 
be their children’s role models, demonstrating interpersonal communication 
and problem-solving skills. Other examples certainly can come from literature. 

With so many adversities surrounding incarceration, caregivers might benefit 
from tools that help to focus on the abstract rather than the granular detail of the 
incarceration. Children tend to want to know that their parents are safe and that 
their parents’ and caregivers’ love is unconditional. Creative interventions such 
as storybooks can help with challenging situations such as parental incarcera-
tion. 

7. Implications 

This study makes important contributions to better understanding the dynamics 
of discussing parental incarceration with young children. This body of work 
contributes to the knowledge base on how bibliotherapy using tailored story-
books can help caregivers to have candid conversations with children using tools 
designed specifically for the parent-child dyad. Given the growing number of 
mothers and fathers who are incarcerated, this study provides insights for help-
ing professionals, educators, and new caregivers to navigate the nuances of ex-
plaining jail, prison, and incarceration. 

Future research should evaluate the efficacy of each of the tailored storybooks 
proposed in this study. Further, the research could extend this study’s focus to 
examine the communication practices of caregivers who are men, gender non- 
binary, and fictive kin perspectives. 

Data from this study could be used to inform community-based organiza-
tions, parenting programs enforced by the court systems, and within the prison 
setting itself.  
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