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Millions of children around the world are the invisible, innocent victims of a shared 
sentence—they are the children of prisoners. 

Having lost one or both parents to prison, these children in developing countries 
face poverty, illness, and malnutrition. They grieve the loss of a relationship with their 
imprisoned parent and are in danger of slavery, sex trafficking, and violence. Daily, 
they endure the rejection and stigmatization from their extended family, friends, and 
communities. They exist outside of alternate programs or safety nets. 

Now You See Me sheds light on the extent of this hidden crisis worldwide, and shares 
the history of how Prison Fellowship International created the Children of Prisoners 
Program. The only one in the world of its kind, the program’s mission is to rescue, restore, 
and rebuild the lives of innocent children by addressing their emotional, material, and 
spiritual needs. Through testimonies of the children and their families, Prison Fellowship 
International CEO Frank J. Lofaro illustrates the impact of the program in the lives of 
these children, their caregivers, and parents, and how you can join in helping show God’s 
love to these precious little ones.

Frank J. Lofaro is a highly regarded business executive, bringing more 
than 30 years of leadership experience to Prison Fellowship International 
from both the corporate and nonprofit sectors. 

Frank has been involved with Prison Fellowship for more than 20 years. 
In 1993, he joined Prison Fellowship International as executive director, 
and successfully launched new ministry programs that are still used 

worldwide. In 1999, Frank served for four years as Prison Fellowship Ministries (USA) 
senior vice president.  

 After serving as president and CEO of the Christian Leadership Alliance from 2006 to 
2011, Frank returned to Prison Fellowship International in 2012 as COO to oversee all 
aspects of the organization’s planning, development, and operations, and in 2014 he was 
named CEO of Prison Fellowship International.

He and his wife, Ellie, have three children, Paris, Jordan, and Capri. They recently 
welcomed to the family Paris’s husband, James, and Jordan’s wife, Priscilla.
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INTRODUCTION

how i 
got here

MY JOURNEY WITH Prison Fellowship International started 25 
years ago at 11:00 in the morning, on September 13, 1991. Yes, I 

remember the exact day and time. 
This was the day I closed on the sale of a manufacturing business I 

had built over eight years in New York. Back then, you actually got a real, 
paper-certified check as payment at the closing. I remember slowly driving 
to my bank and depositing it.

Ellie and I went to a local cafe for a celebration lunch. At the time, 
our three children, Paris, Jordan, and Capri, were all under the age of seven. 
The babysitter was only available for a few hours so lunch was quick, but 
it was a great day. 

A day that unlocked my future. 
God had given us a vision to grow and then sell the business He 

provided for us, and dedicate the second half of our working lives to 
Kingdom work. Still in our thirties, God made this dream into reality. 

Of course, we didn’t know exactly what “doing Kingdom work” meant, 
but we knew we were called to leave the business world and our busy life in 
New York. After the sale, I prayed. A lot. And spent a lot of time at home. 
I attempted to apply my leadership skills by managing Ellie as she cared 
for the kids and our home. As you can imagine, that did not go too well. 
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Thankfully, it wasn’t long before I met three very special men—Ron 
Nikkel, Tom Pratt, and Chuck Colson. I did not know it at the time, but 
these men would change my world and the trajectory of my life, and the 
life of my family, forever. 

At the time, Ron was the president and CEO of Prison Fellowship 
International, Tom was the president and CEO of Prison Fellowship 
Ministries (USA), and Chuck was the founder of both organizations. 

My dad had passed away suddenly from a massive heart attack in 1983, 
at the age of 59. His passing left me with a deep longing in my heart. I 
realize now that Ron, Tom, and Chuck filled my “father ache.”  They were 
real men—with strong, iron-fisted handshakes and razor-sharp minds. 
They looked you straight in the eyes when they spoke. Most importantly, 
they were godly—they unabashedly loved the Lord. Everything they said 
and did was filtered through God’s Word. 

While they could have done whatever they wanted in any secular 
environment, they chose to serve “the least of these” (Matthew 25:40) 
at Prison Fellowship. That’s what I wanted to do, too. So, when the offer 
came to join as the executive director at Prison Fellowship International, 
I jumped at it. 

Ellie and I packed everything we owned, sold our house, said goodbye 
to our one hundred Italian relatives and wonderful church friends, and 
moved to Reston, Virginia. Ellie wrote a book, Bonding with the Blonde 
Women: And Other Signs of God’s Grace, from the experience and transi-
tion. A fun read! 

In my third or fourth month working at Prison Fellowship Interna-
tional, Ron decided to throw me into the deep end. I gravitated naturally 
toward running the basic management aspects of the organization, but 
Ron wanted me to understand who we were called to serve. He wanted 
me to see and experience the real work. He pushed me out of the office 
and into the field to visit our affiliates in Zimbabwe, Zambia, Malawi, 
and Ghana. And he graciously allowed me to take Ellie and our children 
on many of these trips.

What an awakening. 
Sure, I had been to Europe on my honeymoon and the Caribbean for 

a bunch of family beach vacations. But this was my first time traveling out 
of the country to see beyond the manicured tourist attractions. The experi-
ences—to this day—have been an important part of our spiritual develop-
ment, broadening our social awareness and developing our sensitivity 
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Pictured (left):
My daughter, Paris, 
at 11 years old, in a 
prison in Guayaquil, 
Educador. She ac-
companied me on a 
three-country trip to 
Latin America.

Pictured (below):
My son, Jordan (bot-
tom right), at 10 years 
old, in Lusake, Zam-
bia. We visited four 
prisons in eight-days 
on a medical missions 
project that Prison Fel-
lowship International 
facilitated in partner-
ship with the Christian 
Medical and Dentistry 
Society.
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toward the orphans, widows, and “poor in spirit” for whom God cares so 
deeply.  To be totally transparent, my pre-Prison Fellowship International 
life was designed to avoid these places. 

I was completely unprepared for what I saw in the prisons and in 
the local communities where the prisoners’ children lived. Meeting the 
mothers and children of prisoners in these poor countries exposed me to 
a form of complex poverty I had never imagined. It was the first time I 
truly experienced real pain.

“
I was completely unprepared for 

what I saw in the prisons and in the 
local communities where the 

prisoners’ children lived. 

The absolute pain caused by the rejection and shame from their 
community, coupled with the desperate poverty of these children’s caretak-
ers, was jarring. They had nothing. And they had little hope of their circum-
stances changing. I never knew such hopelessness could exist. In most cases, 
the children I encountered were very young—truly innocent victims. They 
were the poorest of the poor, rejected and shunned by their own community 
because of the sins of a parent, typically their father. 

“
I learned that “the least of these” 

is where Jesus focused his ministry 
when He walked on earth. 

Though I had been a follower of Christ for many years, I never really 
processed how God had a special love for those who were marginalized, 
poor, and abandoned. I recalled Proverbs 14:31, which says, “Whoever 
oppresses the poor shows contempt for their Maker, but whoever is kind 
to the needy honors God.” 

I learned then that “the least of these” is where Jesus focused his 
ministry when He walked on earth. Jesus cared about the weak and 
oppressed, those most in need. 

During our visit to a women’s prison in Zimbabwe with our Africa 
regional director at the time, Moffat Karambamuchero, I saw literally a 
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how i got here

hundred small children living in desperate poverty. Many lived in prisons 
with their mothers, because they had no other place to go. The mothers sat 
on the dirt ground outside the prison housing units, holding the children 
in their arms. No one spoke. The children did not play. There was no life, 
no hope. It was painful to look into their bleak existence.

In country after country I visited, I heard the stories of these prison-
ers and their children, and was overwhelmed by the pain and hopeless-
ness I saw. 

For me, the crisis these children faced every day was no longer hidden. 
I realized that thousands of children live in the dozens of prisons in 

the very poorest countries—and are some of the most at-risk children in 
the world. There is no net of social services in developing countries like 
there is in first world countries such as the United States, Canada, and 
Germany. No exact number is known for how many children are hidden 
within the crisis, but no child should have to live this way. 

“
Thousands of children live in  

prisons around the world. No child 
should have to live this way. 

My visits ignited my love for the children of prisoners in the develop-
ing world. But it quickly became apparent that this is a crisis few know 
about or are willing to speak of. And that’s why Prison Fellowship Interna-
tional has made it our mission to rescue, restore, and rebuild the broken 
lives of these children, to care for one of the largest unreached groups in 
the world with God’s unconditional love.

And that’s the reason for writing this book—to speak as loudly as I 
can for these children who need our help. As it says in Proverbs 31:8–9, 
“Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves, for the rights of 
all who are destitute. Speak up and judge fairly; defend the rights of the 
poor and needy.”

It is time for the Christian community to advocate for these children 
of prisoners, to hear their cries and help meet their needs, to pray for them, 
and to bring them hope. 

These precious little ones need someone like you. Together, let’s show 
them that they are no longer lost and forgotten, but are seen and loved. 
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CHAPTER 1

the 
hidden crisis

You are my hiding place; you will 
 protect me from trouble and surround me  

with songs of deliverance.
PSALM 32:7

SEVEN-YEAR-OLD Chenda is a boy in Cambodia living without 
parents. His father was arrested more than six months ago. Three 

months later, after a grueling fight with uterine cancer, his mother died. 
Chenda went to live with relatives. But they were abusive and pulled 

him out of school. They forced him into child labor, indentured to a brick 
factory. 

“
Now that I don’t have  

my mother, I am so sad.

Chenda no longer lives with his relatives—he’s now homeless. With 
no one to care for him, Chenda is an outcast, banished by his community. 

“Now that I don’t have my mother,” Chenda says. “I am so sad.” 
Chenda’s mornings start very early, but with no food for breakfast. 

His belly growls from hunger and his eyes squint from exhaustion, but 
he must go to work. 



Pictured: 
Without relatives to care for him, seven-
year-old Chenda, a child of a prisoner in 
Cambodia, is homeless. Because his fa-
ther is incarcerated, Chenda is an outcast 
in his community. He misses the warmth 
of a mother, the protection of a father, and 
the days when he was a top student in his 
school.







Pictured: 
After a grueling day of indentured labor at 
the brickyard, Chenda gathers wood and 
lights a small fire that he fuels with a near-
by pile of trash. As he tries to keep warm, 
he wishes for a meal of more than a hand-
ful of rice. Since his father was imprisoned 
and his mother died, Chenda has lost 10 
pounds and suffers from malnutrition.



now you see me

- 22 -

“I have to work for other people,” Chenda says. “They beat me, and 
get angry.” 

A worn pair of sandals, too big for Chenda, are his only shoes. They 
provide little protection for the many miles he walks each day. 

Chenda works hour after hour in the sweltering 90-degree heat. His 
small arms haul thousands of pounds of bricks every day. There is no food, 
no water, no breaks. 

The work is hard and dangerous. The jagged bricks bruise and cut 
him. One day, the cart full of bricks toppled onto his bare foot, almost 
breaking it. He could barely walk and his wounds bled. Recently, Chenda 
broke a finger. But no matter the injury, he must work through the pain, 
because he has no way of paying for medical help. 

For eight hours of back-breaking labor, Chenda is paid $0.25 a day—
barely enough to buy a scant handful of rice. 

As he leaves work, he passes the school where he used to be the top 
student in his class. He misses his teachers and friends and learning. But 
all he can do now is watch the other students enjoy the life he dreams 
of having.

“I want to study,” he says. “I want to be a doctor. I want to cure people 
so that they can have better health.” 

With barely any strength left, and his body aching from the day’s 
work, Chenda gathers wood for a small fire. But as usual, there’s little 
food to cook over it. 

“
Without support from his 

community in Cambodia, and 
loved ones to care for him, Chenda is 

in danger. He desperately needs 
someone to see him.

Since his mother died, Chenda has lost 10 pounds and suffers from 
malnutrition. Without food, medicine, and nurture, he grows more ill. 

“When my mother was alive, she looked after me,” Chenda says, 
brushing tears from his eyes. 

“I miss her so much. She always told me that she loved me.”  Starving, 
lonely, and grieving deeply, Chenda falls asleep each night thinking about 
his mother. 
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the hidden crisis

Without support from his community in Cambodia and loved ones 
to care for him, Chenda is in danger. He’s a child in desperate need for 
someone to see him—to rescue him from the horrors of neglect and the 
stigma of being the child of an incarcerated parent. 

A SHARED SENTENCE

AS HEARTBREAKING AS this story is, it is just one of many. Mil-
lions of children around the world are the invisible, innocent victims of a 
shared sentence—they are the children of prisoners. 

When a crime is committed, the attention of law enforcement, lawyers, 
and the court process is focused on the offender. Following the arrest and 
sentencing, the convicted one is locked away in prison. Whether the crime 
was done out of a deliberate choice to do wrong or out of a misguided 
and desperate choice to provide for their family and escape poverty, the 
convicted are locked away. Stigma is stamped upon the prisoner—and 
also on his or her family. And the children of prisoners fall between the 
cracks of society. 

Children of prisoners aren’t orphans, but most often their remain-
ing parent can’t adequately care or provide for them. These children are 
abandoned to navigate life-altering change, process the emotional and 
mental trauma, and try to adapt to the loss of a parent, often a new caregiver, 
and new living environments—or lack thereof. 

 
THE GROWING AWARENESS 

ONLY IN RECENT years have the children of prisoners—sometimes 
referred to as “forgotten children,” “hidden victims,” or “orphans of jus-
tice”—gained recognition as a discrete group who face, in the words of 
one researcher, “special and often multiple difficulties and predicaments.”1 

Where studies, research, and interventions were previously parent/pris-
oner-focused rather than child-focused, this is changing now. The cata-
lyst for the growing awareness of the impact of parental incarceration on 
children seems to have been the adoption of the Children of Incarcerated 
Parents Bill of Rights in San Francisco in 2003. This document identifies 
eight rights that should be afforded to every child of a prisoner and has 
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made policymakers, social workers, and researchers aware of the dramatic 
and detrimental affects the arrest and imprisonment of a parent has on a 
child. It has also brought to light that these needs must be addressed to 
relieve the repercussions. 

Yet despite the growing research being conducted in the United States 
and internationally, children of prisoners are still overlooked more often 
than they are considered, and their special needs are still not addressed.  

“
The growing crisis of abandoned 

and neglected children of prisoners is 
suppressed and even hidden due to 

the stigma and shame associated 
with imprisonment.

 
This is especially true in the developing world, where Prison Fellowship 
International does much of its work. The loss of parental nurture, income, 
and home stability has incalculable effects on a child’s development—
not just physically but also emotionally, mentally, and educationally. The 
immense impact on a child of losing a parent to prison, is “not given its 
due weight as a factor in penal policy in decisions made over sentencing, 
prisoner location and visiting procedures and facilities.”2

The growing crisis of abandoned and neglected children of prisoners 
is suppressed and even hidden due to the stigma and shame associated 
with imprisonment. A shocking lack of information surrounds children of 
prisoners, especially in developing nations where research and assessment 
efforts are drastically limited. What research does exist about prisoners’ 
children has been conducted on children of prisoners in the developed 
world—most notably the United States, Europe, the United Kingdom, 
Australia, and New Zealand.

Various studies have attempted to determine the specific extent of this 
crisis, but no tally exists for this hidden group. While we know the number 
is in the millions, the exact figures are guesswork. Authorities rarely gather 
or catalog details about the parental status of prisoners, and few statistical 
records are kept. Therefore, the number of children worldwide who have a 
parent incarcerated remains uncertain, especially in developing countries. 
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But the findings of these studies are clear, and one consistently seen 
result is startling: children of prisoners are at twice the risk of displaying 
antisocial behavior and poor mental health compared to children who do 
not have imprisoned parents. 

 
THE EXTENT OF THE CRISIS

AS OF 2017, there are at least ten million men and women imprisoned 
worldwide.3 Approximations deriving from some studies suggest there are 
just as many, if not more, children of prisoners when factoring in multiple 
children per parent. 

And due to the increase in crime and numbers of individuals impris-
oned worldwide, this hidden crisis is growing.

To grasp the extent, consider these statistics from United States-
based studies: 

• 65 percent of families with a member in prison or jail could 
not meet basic needs to sustain life for themselves, let alone 
for their children.4

• 23 percent of children with a father who has served time in 
a jail or prison have been expelled or suspended from school, 
compared with just 4 percent of children whose fathers have 
not been incarcerated.5

• Overwhelmingly, incarcerated parents are fathers, many of 
them young. In state and federal prisons, about 45 percent of 
men age 24 or younger are fathers.6

• When fathers are incarcerated, family income can drop by an 
average of 22 percent.7 

These are just a few examples illustrating the enormity of the crisis in the 
United States alone. 

But for children of prisoners, who live in developing countries, the 
situation is far worse. Though these children face similar circumstances 
of being a child of a prisoner, their struggles are set against a backdrop of 
significant need that comes with their geography, which means there’s no 
safety net of to catch them.
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The poverty inherent with living in a developing nation means 
children are additionally vulnerable to starvation, poverty, poor housing, 
trafficking, and child labor. For example, children in developing nations: 

• are growing up in settings where people attempt to subsist on 
$2.00 per day—often less;

• are often among the 750 million people without access to 
clean drinking water;

• and are malnourished to the degree that their physical growth 
is stunted—which happens to 165 million children worldwide 
under five years old.8

We know there are over one million children of prisoners in develop-
ing countries living amidst circumstances like these, while also facing 
the rejection and stigmatization from their extended family, friends, and 
communities. Until we know how many, and where they are, these precious 
children will continue to suffer and remain overlooked and at risk. 

THE CATALYST TO THE CRISIS

THE HEALTHY WELLBEING of a child comes from the ability of 
the family to provide essential factors including a nurturing and secure en-
vironment to ensure development, protection, and participation in society.

 “
Arrest is a traumatic and  

stressful experience—proven  
to be more severe in magnitude than 

 abuse, domestic violence,  
and divorce.

“Not only do families give their members a sense of belonging, they are 
also responsible for imparting values and life skills. Families create secu-
rity; they set limits on behavior; and together with the spiritual foundation 
they provide, instill notions of discipline. All these factors are essential for 
the healthy development of the family and of any society.”9 
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Wherever incarceration occurs, it is a destabilizer for the individual, 
his or her family, and the community. The arrest is a traumatic and stressful 
experience—proven to be more severe in magnitude than abuse, domestic 
violence, and divorce. It is also commonly the first exposure the prisoner’s 
child has with law enforcement and the criminal justice system. If it is not 
handled well, this experience will affect how the child respects and views 
law enforcement in the future. 

The pre-trial detention of a child’s parent can cause many of the 
same emotional problems as imprisonment itself. Sometimes children 
aren’t told why their parent was arrested and “taken away,” in an effort to 
protect the child. But the lack of information usually makes things worse. 
Children without clear information often “imagine the worst about their 
parent’s condition … [not knowing] how, when and if they will ever see 
the arrested person again.”10 

Pre-trial detained parents may spend years waiting for their trial. This 
prolongs the separation before a sentence has even been passed, causing 
many repercussions to the family—financial, emotional, and relational. 
Usually, at this point, the parent awaiting trial loses their job and, therefore, 
the family’s primary income. 

The trial period can be especially stressful and detrimental for family 
members. For children, the legal process is hard to understand, which 
only adds to their feelings of alienation and confusion. Having a parent 
declared guilty and sentenced can be a shock, especially when they had 
hoped for the best—even a miracle—until the sentencing. 

 
THE CRISIS OF PROVISION 

ESPECIALLY IN THE developing world, the loss of the family’s pri-
mary breadwinner creates a heavy burden for the family, who typically are 
already struggling financially. The child’s remaining parent, or their new 
caregiver (often their elderly grandparents), strive to financially make ends 
meet, assume full child-rearing responsibilities, and also balance providing 
support for the parent in prison. 

Caregivers often are at a loss to explain to the child, in an age-appropri-
ate manner, what has happened to their parent and why, while also trying 
to provide for their care. “Problems and needs of a two-year-old, who 
cannot comprehend why his mother has been taken away from him, and 



now you see me

- 28 -

a teenager, struggling under the stigma of having his father in prison in 
addition to facing a host of other economic and social issues, will be very 
different and require different interventions.”11 

For many incarcerated parents, being able to financially contribute 
to their family’s wellbeing can be extremely important, and if they fail to 
do so, it can be felt by all as an abandonment. 

“
For children and families, 

incarceration is not a one-time event, 
but a daily reality that lasts well beyond 

a jail sentence or a prison term.
 

“For children and families, incarceration is not a one-time event but a daily 
reality that lasts well beyond a jail sentence or prison term. Without links 
between and among the criminal justice system and schools, neighborhood 
health centers and other community and faith-based agencies and programs, 
families have little to guide them through this time.”12 In developing 
countries, centers of these types often don’t exist. 

COPING THROUGH THE CRISIS 

WHILE NO ONE would contest that those who break the law should 
face consequences, it’s also true that these men and women are parents, 
breadwinners, caregivers, and community members.

The effects of their incarceration are not limited to the arrest but 
are unveiled, unfolded, and compounded over time, deeply impacting 
every aspect of life for the children and their caregiver—from their living 
conditions, to how they cope and perform in school, to their emotional 
health, and even their faith in God. 

The severity of the coping strategies children display vary from child 
to child, and depend on the age of the child, the relational health between 
the child and the parent prior to the arrest, the length of the sentence, 
social support systems (including a church community) available to the 
child and family, and other sociodemographic factors. And yet, even within 
these variables, the arrest and incarceration of a parent almost always causes 
intense reactions and emotional struggles in the child. 
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Shaken by the lack of safety and stability, a child is unable to process 
the long-term confusion and ambiguous loss of an imprisoned parent. 
Without knowing how to grieve in a healthy way, children internalize 
negative emotions which lead to anger, depression, post-traumatic stress, 
and other antisocial behaviors. Many small children feel anger toward 
the parent for being the cause behind their suffering, or toward police 
for taking the parent away, or toward the justice system for keeping the 
parent locked up.

Left unaddressed, these issues cause an increased risk and likelihood 
that children of prisoners “engage in antisocial behavior and eventually join 
the prison population themselves either as juveniles or as adults.”13 This 
study goes on to cite cases where two or sometimes three generations of 
family members have served sentences in the same prison. Incarceration 
can become a family legacy. 

 
COMMON ISSUES  

RESEARCHERS WHO STUDY children of prisoners, and the effect 
of their parents’ incarceration on them, have different ways of grouping 
their data to evaluate it. What has become clear is the specific and unique 
issues that face children of prisoners—especially those living in the develop-
ing world. 

The issues can be understood as risks these children will face, barriers 
thwarting the possibility of reaching their full potential. What follows are 
five of the greatest risks for children of prisoners, especially those in the 
developing world: 

1. The risk of loss of safety and the deprivation of needs 
2. The risk of victimization and depersonalization 
3. The risk of loss of resilience 
4. The risk of relationship lost with incarcerated parent 
5. The risk of lost access to education 

Each of these risks, which will be explored more thoroughly in the 
next chapters, represent another area of potential tragedy in the lives of 
these children, who are already trying to survive the hidden crisis of losing 
a parent to prison. 
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*  *  *
THE CRISIS WILL not remain hidden. The regularity of these issues 
worldwide have helped various groups design, redesign, adapt, and 
implement unique and positive programs that come to the aid of the 
children of prisoners and their families. 

When children of prisoners are identified, supported, loved, and not 
judged or stigmatized, many of the detriments to the child and their family 
can be prevented. When children, like Chenda, receive nourishment and 
nurture, academic and spiritual education, support and community, they can 
start the emotional healing process and have a restored hope for the future. 

The children facing a shared sentence are the children to whom Prison 
Fellowship International is called to serve.  
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CHAPTER RECAP

CHAPTER 1 

THE HIDDEN CRISIS

CHILDREN OF PRISONERS ARE INNOCENT 
 VICTIMS OF CRIME

THE CRISIS OF CHILDREN OF PRISONERS IS 
HIDDEN

• A lack of information surrounds this problem, especially 
in the developing world

• Stigma and shame of imprisonment isolates children 
and families

EFFECTS OF INCARCERATION ARE 
COMPOUNDED OVER TIME 

• Every area of a child’s life is impacted, including living 
conditions, coping mechanisms, school performance, 
and emotional and spiritual health

CHILDREN OF PRISONERS FACE FIVE MAJOR RISKS

• Loss of safety and the deprivation of needs 
• Vulnerability to victimization and depersonalization 
• Loss of resilience 
• Loss of relationship with incarcerated parent 
• Loss of access to education 
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CHAPTER 2

redeeming 
broken lives

He heals the brokenhearted  
and binds up their wounds. 

PSALM 147:3

PRISON FELLOWSHIP INTERNATIONAL believes all people 
have value, deserve mercy, and are loved equally by God—even the 

most outcast. For more than 40 years, and through its unique outreach 
and partnership with local authorities, churches, and volunteers, Prison 
Fellowship International shares the Gospel with prisoners, cares for their 
children, and helps victims and offenders find reconciliation through God’s 
redeeming grace and forgiveness. 

Prison Fellowship International is a worldwide community dedicat-
ed to restoring justice and hope and helping to alleviate the suffering of 
prisoners, their families, and victims of crime in 120 countries. 

Prison Fellowship International was born soon after Charles “Chuck” 
Colson, American lawyer and politician, was released from prison in 1974. 
Colson had served as the chief advisor to President Richard Nixon. After 
pleading guilty to obstruction of justice, he was one of seven advisors to the 
president who were sentenced to prison for the Watergate affair. Colson 
entered prison as a new Christian, convinced God would use him inside 
prison, as well as outside prison. 
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During his seven-month sentence, Colson experienced and saw 
many tragic things—the resentment and anger between the prisoners 
and guards, the injustice and degrading acts done to prisoners through 
the criminal justice system, the fights and lives threatened between his 
cellmates, the grief and depression of being separated from family, the 
despair and loneliness of being locked away. Colson knew what it was like 
to feel the “steady, gradual corrosion of a man’s soul, like radiation slowly 
burning away tissue.”14

But he also experienced the difference faith in Jesus Christ can make 
in people’s lives—especially through prayer. He and a few other men started 
a prayer group, which met nightly. Colson and his wife prayed at every 
visitation, which helped them through the worst and kept their relationship 
strong. He prayed for God’s grace to forgive those who did him injustice. 
Colson prayed for the other prisoners, their families, their futures. 

One night, Colson was in the prison library when one of his cellmates, 
Lee Corbin, approached him. Corbin entered prison convinced he had 
sinned beyond God’s love and forgiveness. He had recently joined Colson’s 
prayer group and rededicated his life to Christ. But this night, he was 
utterly distraught. 

“Chuck, I need your help.”  
The burly ex-Marine fought back tears, explaining he didn’t know 

what to do—his wife was leaving him. 
Corbin had sold his family’s big house so he could move his wife 

and two young children to a small town near his relatives. Corbin’s wife 
had taken a night job at a textile plant, earning barely enough to feed the 
children and keep up payments on the trailer they lived in. She couldn’t 
come visit him because their car had broken down. Because they had no 
phone, his wife had written faithfully at first, then less frequently, and 
then the letters stopped. 

Worried, Corbin telephoned his brother-in-law, who lived a few miles 
from his wife. He learned she was already on her way to her parents’ home. 

“I guess I deserve it,” Corbin said. “It’s not her fault. I’ve got to get there 
or I will lose her. She and the little ones are all I have left in the world.”

Colson accompanied Corbin to request an emergency furlough from 
the officer on duty. The request was denied. On their way back to the cell, 
Corbin confided to Colson that he planned to climb the fence and escape 
prison—he was that desperate to get to his family. 

Colson stopped him. 



- 35 -

redeeming broken lives

“Unless you give me your oath to God that you will not do that,” he 
said, “I’m going back to the lieutenant and telling him exactly what you 
said. I’ll have him put you in the hole (solitary confinement) tonight. I’m 
not going to let you ruin your life.” 

“Maybe we’d better do just that,” Corbin argued back. “I can’t control 
myself.”

But Colson again stopped Corbin, explaining from his experience as a 
lawyer that such a drastic action would cost him any chance for furlough, 
and he would then probably be transferred to a maximum-security prison. 
Colson prayed for him. Afterwards, Corbin calmed down. Colson encour-
aged Corbin to continue trying to reach his wife by phone. 

Later, Corbin returned, saying he had been able to talk to his wife. He 
had prayed with her. “She says she still loves me, and won’t do anything 
foolish until I can come home, if I can come soon.”15

“
When Colson was released, he was 

convinced the real solution to crime would 
be found through spiritual renewal. 

Colson and Corbin continued to pray together. Upon his release, 
Corbin was reunited with his wife and children, and became an evangelist. 

God used this experience, along with the many others Colson faced 
or witnessed, to show him the extent of the impact being a prisoner has 
on a man and his family. God also used it to give Colson a new mission: 
a prison ministry. 

When Colson was released, he knew he would always remember what 
it felt like to be imprisoned. He was convinced the real solution to crime 
would be found through spiritual renewal. His new life mission was to 
reach out to imprisoned men and women, and give them opportunities 
to learn about Christ’s grace and forgiveness and turn their lives around. 

“I found myself increasingly drawn to the idea that God had put me 
in prison for a purpose and that I should do something for those I had 
left behind,” Colson wrote in his memoir, Born Again.

Colson founded Prison Fellowship Ministries in the United States 
in 1976. With the vision to be a reconciling community of restoration 
for all involved in or affected by crime, Prison Fellowship Ministries 
(USA) became the nation’s largest Christian nonprofit to serve prisoners, 



Pictured: 
Charles “Chuck” Colson ex-
its a Brazilian prison cell on 
which is written a Portuguese 
translation of Isaiah 43:1, 
“Do not fear, I have called 
you by name. You are Mine.”





now you see me

- 38 -

ex-prisoners, their families, as well as the leading advocate for criminal 
justice reform. 

In 1979, Colson expanded his vision by founding Prison Fellowship 
International. And in 1983, the organization received special consulta-
tive status with the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations. 

THE EARLY YEARS
 

IN THE EARLY years, Prison Fellowship International functioned as 
a training, technical support, and network-facilitating secretariat for a 
global movement of autonomous affiliates. The president and CEO for 
these years, Ron Nikkel, focused the ministry to establish indigenously 
led, self-governed, locally funded prison ministries in as many countries 
as possible, which were also connected with a local church. Ron was a true 
ambassador of “Kingdom work.”

Under Nikkel’s leadership, the first suite of programs was developed 
by Prison Fellowship International. These programs would assist affiliates 
in serving the needs of prisoners, ex-prisoners, children of prisoners, and 
victims of crime, and included the Sycamore Tree Project® (victim and 
offender reconciliation), the Angel Tree Project® (connecting children 
with incarcerated parents during the Christmas season), GAP medical 
service (targeted short-term medical teams), and the GEO Trust (micro-
enterprises for ex-prisoners). The programs gave shape and direction to the 
local leadership, guiding their efforts and providing them some practical 
tools for ministry.

Also initiated under Nikkel’s leadership was the Leadership Training 
Institute, which gathered leaders from around the world and provided 
much-needed training and job preparation for the day-to-day demands of 
affiliate leaders. This type of training was not available elsewhere to many 
of the staff, and both improved program performance, as well as facilitated 
later turn-key distance training aimed to further equip affiliate leadership.

These programs were built to fit the specific and cultural needs of 
affiliates, and each received thorough training and materials from Prison 
Fellowship International. Affiliates also develop their own programs to 
meet local needs. Traditionally, funding to implement programs was largely 
the responsibility of the affiliate.
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During Nikkel’s 35 years of leadership for Prison Fellowship Interna-
tional, he led the organization’s affiliates to expand from five to 125 
countries. Nikkel visited over one thousand prisons and holds the distinc-
tion of having been in more prisons in more countries than any other 
person. Considered a preeminent voice for justice that leads to restora-
tion and reconciliation, Nikkel continues to consult and speak on issues 
in his retirement.

A SHIFT IN STRATEGY
 

AFTER 2010, PRISON Fellowship International began to build three 
targeted and internationally resourced programs, moving beyond simply 
being a network facilitator. The Children of Prisoners Program was one 
of these programs, and funded by a five-year grant from the HopeBearer 
Foundation (Hoffnungsträger Stiftung) in Germany. 

INITIAL RESEARCH AND DESIGN
 

IN 2010, PRISON Fellowship International began research on issues 
affecting children of incarcerated parents, reviewing a range of material 
from other groups, along with information sourced from within the Prison 
Fellowship International network. This research around the world took 
place over an 18-month period. 

“
Children of prisoners are poorer,  

more deprived of basic needs, more  
stigmatized, more victimized, and 

more likely to commit crimes.

The result was a background paper released in 2011, which consisted of 
a survey of other research conducted in 20 countries, and survey informa-
tion from within the Prison Fellowship International affiliate network, 
especially those in the developing world. It identified major risks for these 
vulnerable children—they are poorer, more deprived of basic needs, more 
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stigmatized, more victimized, and more likely to eventually commit crimes 
than children whose parents are not in prison.

An accompanying Empowering Children Tool was created to provide 
new groups with a simple model to establish a basic program and address 
these risks. The paper was revised and submitted for consideration at the 
UN Day of General Discussion in 2011. 

In late 2012, Prison Fellowship International made strategic moves to 
establish a program to maximize the association’s experience with prisoners 
and their children and its global footprint. The intention of the program 
was to make use of (1) the considerable footprint of the international 
association, (2) the existing infrastructure of affiliates, (3) the small-scale 
programs they were already running, and (4) the access they had to correc-
tions facilities and the credibility already built with correction officials. 
These assets are unique to Prison Fellowship International and perfectly 
position the organization to step into this arena as a leader in the field.

The design process for the Children of Prisoners Program began soon 
after. A series of standards were set to guide the establishment of partner-
ships with Prison Fellowship International affiliates, the development and 
implementation of programs, as well as the monitoring and evaluation of 
standards. These standards focused on addressing the risk factors in child 
safety, health, education, relationships, and spiritual resiliency. 

PROGRAM LAUNCH

PRISON FELLOWSHIP INTERNATIONAL’S Children of Prisoners 
Program is the first program of its kind to focus internationally on deliv-
ering services to these social orphans. The program is offered in partner-
ship with local affiliates and in countries with high levels of poverty and 
inadequate government support.

From the outset, the primary focus of the program was to assist 
children with an incarcerated parent or caregiver to achieve parity with 
their peers. The context of each country is different, even within the similar-
ities to others—the main difference relates to government policy, and the 
number and quality of available government services. 

In each of the pilot countries, there was an almost complete lack of 
prior research available specific to that country. This meant initial programs 
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were designed based on experience working with a small target group, as 
well as drawing from basic assumptions taken from global research. 

The groundbreaking Children of Prisoners Program was launched in 
three pilot countries, Cambodia, Nepal and Costa Rica, in October 2013. 
During this phase, initial affiliates were given the freedom to define what 
they would focus on from among the risk areas. Based on field learning, 
the program was modified in 2015, and then expanded to enable the 
development of more standard outcomes.

In each country, the focus of the Children of Prisoners Program is to 
understand what the priority issues are, what aid is already available and 
how accessible it is to prisoners’ children and their families, and what the 
barriers are to accessing it. These are divided into the broad categories of 
the safety, health, education, and spiritual resiliency of the children. 

As part of identifying local aid already available, the Children of 
Prisoners Program engages and partners directly with thousands of churches 
worldwide to build sustainable relationships that connect beneficiaries to 
lasting spiritual and social support. 

“
The local church is the linchpin 

 to the establishment of a successful  
Children of Prisoners Program.

The local church is the linchpin to the establishment of a successful 
Children of Prisoners Program, and it is Prison Fellowship International’s 
goal to engage the church as much as possible. 

From country to country, church engagement can take different 
approaches, but the aim remains the same—to provide a safe and support-
ive community for the children of prisoners and their families, opportu-
nities for the Gospel to be shared, and to highlight the needs of children 
of prisoners among the church.

In all countries, local churches provide facilities, donate in-kind gifts, 
and congregation members volunteer for Children of Prisoners Program 
events and gatherings. 

In Cambodia, Colombia, and Zambia, local church members are 
trained as volunteers to regularly visit and monitor the children, as well 
as be a familiar friend at program activities and gatherings. 
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In Zimbabwe and Nepal, church members are program volunteers 
or coordinators, who connect the children and families to a local church. 

In Rwanda, the Children of Prisoners Program works with beneficiary 
mothers in the congregation who are able to come alongside other families. 
They host monthly meetings in the churches and strongly encourage the 
children of prisoners and their families to attend church. Churches offer 
Sunday school programs, as well as further encouragement for children 
and families to attend. 

The unique model of the Children of Prisoners Program and its 
partnerships with indigenous, church-supported ministries enable staff 
to find children who have a parent in prison—and are often outcasts in 
their communities—and provide them individualized services. 

These services aim to address the top risks facing the children, as 
follows:

1. The risk of lost safety and health—we ensure children are 
in good health, well nourished, and enjoy a secure home and 
caregiving environment. 

2. The risk of victimization and depersonalization—we 
connect children with a trained Children of Prisoners Program 
caseworker, a local church community, and opportunities for 
peer interaction. 

3. The risk of loss of resilience—we facilitate the strengthening 
and building of children’s relationships with family, friends, 
and, most importantly, with God. 

4. The risk of lost relationship with the incarcerated parent—
we advocate for children to have the opportunity to connect 
with their parent in prison. 

5. The risk of lost access to education—we provide children 
with the resources and opportunities to receive the same basic 
education as those around them. 

PROGRAM GROWTH
 

CHUCK COLSON PASSED away on April 21, 2012. Colson believed 
his real legacy was the result of being sent to prison. “My greatest humili-
ation—being sent to prison—was the beginning of God’s greatest use of 
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my life; He chose the one experience in which I could not glory for His 
glory.”16

In continuing his legacy, Prison Fellowship International is dedicated 
to inviting prisoners, ex-prisoners, their families, and victims of crime 
around the world to experience the redemptive love and transforming, 
restorative power of Jesus Christ. 

To date, Prison Fellowship International is the largest and most 
extensive association of national Christian ministries working within the 
criminal justice field. Within the association are one thousand full-time staff 
and board members committed to this mission and to training, equipping, 
and mobilizing the forty-five thousand volunteers worldwide. 

Represented in 120 countries as of 2017, each of Prison Fellowship 
International’s ministries is grounded in indigenous leadership and local 
funding. This grassroots presence enables Prison Fellowship International to 
minister in culturally relevant ways to prisoners and their families, and the 
surrounding communities. The heart of Prison Fellowship International’s 
ministry is its volunteers and donors who give generously and powerfully 
of their time, resources, and skills. 

“
Outside the United States, the 

prison population numbers about 
eight million, and these prisoners are among

 the least-reached groups in the world. 

Prison Fellowship International works with each ministry affiliate 
to define areas of need and deliver transformational, culturally appropri-
ate programming that is impact-based, and simple enough to replicate 
throughout each country. Programming is built with sustainability in mind 
so each ministry can continue to grow its reach to share the Gospel with 
prisoners, provide practical care for the children and families of prison-
ers, and help bring healing and forgiveness to victims for years to come. 
Through our partnership, each indigenously established autonomous affili-
ate has all the tools in place to reach and engage the vast majority of the 
prisoners in the network. 

Outside the United States, the prison population numbers about 
eight million, and these prisoners are among the least-reached groups in 
the world. They, and their families, are isolated, vilified. Many prisoners 
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serve their entire sentences without ever hearing about God’s uncondi-
tional love and forgiveness. And within five years of their release from 
prison, 75 percent of these men and women will re-offend, unless their 
hearts are changed. 

Prison Fellowship International is committed to sharing the Gospel 
with prisoners, caring for their children, and restoring justice. Today, this is 
done through three flagship programs: the Children of Prisoners Program, 
The Prisoner’s Journey®, and the Sycamore Tree Project®. 

The children of prisoners are scattered within their communities, 
victimized, and ashamed of the stigma attached to their association with 
a prisoner; they exist outside of alternate programs or safety nets and 
generally fall through the cracks of society. Because Prison Fellowship 
International has a credible and trusted reputation within prisons, and 
through the Children of Prisoners Program is the only organization in 
the world to intentionally seek out these children of prisoners, who are 
often dispersed throughout the cities and into the furthest reaches of rural 
communities. We work one-on-one with each child to provide special-
ized health counseling, address their material and safety needs, and offer 
a positive community experience through relationship with a local church. 
This is what sets the Children of Prisoners Program apart from other child 
aid organizations. 

“
The children of prisoners are scattered 

 within their communities—they exist outside  
of alternate programs or safety nets and 

 generally fall through the cracks of society. 

The Prisoner’s Journey is an evangelism and discipleship program 
offered to prisoners over the course of one year. The program takes partici-
pants through a study of the Gospel of Mark and video series led by a 
former prisoner. Upon graduation, students are invited to respond to Jesus 
and His message by enrolling in a discipleship course. 

The Sycamore Tree Project is based on the story of Jesus and Zaccha-
eus in the Book of Luke. Research has shown that because this program 
discusses issues related to crime and its consequences, it changes offender 
attitudes and perspective so they no longer view crime as acceptable. The 
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program guides small groups of prisoners through discussion sessions on 
topics including confession, responsibility, forgiveness, and reconciliation.

PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION
 

AS OF 2017, the Children of Prisoners Program operates in Cambodia, 
Colombia, India, Nepal, Rwanda, Togo, Zambia, and Zimbabwe. The 
Children of Prisoners Program field teams have located and worked with 
more than 5,000 children from approximately 3,500 families, building 
relationships and serving them to learn how best to help. 

The first main challenge the program faced was identifying and 
connecting with children. Access to demographic data about children 
of incarcerated parents was difficult due to lack of available government 
data. Therefore, the program found two primary pathways to access these 
children: (1) through the parent in prison, or (2) through referrals/identi-
fying within the community.   

 
Accessing Children through Incarcerated Parents

Locating children, ages newborn to 12 years old, through the parent 
in prison has proven to be the most reliable and effective method. But 
it’s also the most labor intensive, complex, and time consuming one. It 
requires prior agreement with the prison officials and other relevant govern-
ment bodies to introduce the Children of Prisoners Program to prison-
ers, which can take significant time. Once agreement has been reached, 
and the program is promoted by prison authorities, there is generally no 
shortage of applicants and field workers see high engagement and trust. 
As the program’s reputation has grown, it has also increased the confidence 
of other incarcerated parents to apply. 

In fact, the numbers of applicants can significantly outnumber the 
spaces available, disappointing parents whose children are not accepted 
immediately into the program.

Incarcerated parents often lack the means of contact with family, so 
it can take time to verify information and contact the family on behalf of 
the mother or father. Once applications are obtained, and children who 
best fit the context and geographic scope of the program are selected, the 
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next challenge is to visit families, build rapport, verify information, and 
engage them in the program.  

Often, the news of being enrolled in the Children of Prisoners Program 
is received with disbelief. First, the family can’t believe a program exists 
that supports “people like them,” or that the parent in prison enrolled 
them from afar on their behalf. At learning of the Children of Prisoners 
Program, imprisoned parents enroll their children because they view it as 
a rare opportunity to provide for them.  

 
Accessing Children through the Community

Depending on the context, identifying the children of prisoners 
through the community can be a quick solution and reduces the enroll-
ment process time. This method requires partnership and networking 
with community groups (churches, temples, mosques, local government 
groups, village or community leaders) who assist with locating the families. 
However, it’s less reliable, especially when these groups invite families to 
make themselves known. Desperation sometimes drives families to identify 
as a family of a prisoner, when in fact, they aren’t. In other cases, extended 
family may ask the beneficiary family to take on the care of other children 
in the family so they can be enrolled in the program also. 

While this approach may lead to quick enrollments, the status of the 
children then needs to be verified. The Children of Prisoners Program 
field teams have “found that in order to reduce workload and errors in 
selection, enrolling children through the prison system is a far superior 
method than attempting to identify children directly in the community.”17

When communities witness program volunteers and caseworkers 
advocating for these children and families, the trend develops that neighbors 
and other Christians in the town then start providing additional support 
as needed. 

LOOKING FORWARD
 

PRISON FELLOWSHIP INTERNATIONAL finds itself in a position 
where access to significant numbers of the children of prisoners will 
enable the organization to expand the body of country-specific research. 
Prison Fellowship International also plans to improve efficiency in child 
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monitoring and servicing, and to gather more baseline data in the future 
through development of a digital child-management system. 

The history of Prison Fellowship International is a story of committed 
believers in Jesus Christ who are demonstrating His love to those locked 
away in some of the most horrific conditions around the world. It is an 
account of the power of God to change people’s hearts and the power 
He gives His followers to truly be a light in the darkness of this world. 

Prison Fellowship International is committed to following God’s 
commission and leading, while engaging the Christian community to 
pursue justice and healing in response to crime to the end that offenders 
are transformed, relationships are reconciled, and communities are restored. 

Scripture shows us that many of God’s most able leaders rose from 
prison or exile—Joseph, Daniel, and Nehemiah to name a few. God may 
well bring revival to the troubled corners of our world through a witness 
of hope, love, and true power coming from the most unlikely place—the 
prisons, and those outside yet sharing the same sentence. 

“For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat . . . I was in 
prison and you came to visit me,” (Matthew 25:35–36).  



now you see me

- 48 -

CHAPTER RECAP

CHAPTER 2 

REDEEMING  
BROKEN LIVES

CHILDREN OF PRISONERS PROGRAM TIMELINE

• 1974: Charles Colson serves seven months in prison for 
a Watergate-related incident, and becomes convinced 
spiritual renewal is the answer to crime.

• 1976: Charles Colson founds Prison Fellowship 
Ministries (USA) and, three years later, Prison Fellow-
ship International.

• 1982: Ron Nikkel named President of Prison Fellowship 
International, and begins expanding the organization’s 
affiliates from 5 to 125.

• 1983: Prison Fellowship International receives special 
consultative status with the Economic and Social 
Council of the United Nations.

• 2010: Prison Fellowship International begins research 
on children of prisoners in the developing world.

• 2013: The Children of Prisoners Program launches in 
three pilot countries: Cambodia, Nepal, and Costa Rica.

• 2017: The Children of Prisoners Program runs in eight 
countries: Cambodia, Colombia, India, Nepal, Rwanda, 
Togo, Zimbabwe, and Zambia. 
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CHAPTER 3

loss of safety 
and basic needs

 

You, Lord, hear the desire of the afflicted;  
you encourage them, and you listen to their cry,  

defending the fatherless and the oppressed.
PSALM 10:17–18a

NINE-YEAR-OLD Dany and her 12-year-old brother, Danvin, are 
children of prisoners. In a misguided effort to get money to feed 

their children, Dany’s parents chose to sell drugs, and they were arrested. 
Now she and Danvin live with their grandmother, Soo Lay.

Life is hard for this little girl, her brother, and grandmother. Every 
day, Dany and her frail grandmother navigate the busy streets of Phnom 
Penh, Cambodia, to sift through garbage that lines the streets, looking for 
anything they can recycle—a scrap of paper, an opened and sharp-edged 
metal can, a crumpled and filthy plastic bottle. 

“We get up around 4:00 a.m. to collect the garbage,” says Soo Lay. “In 
the afternoon, around 3:00, we go out again to collect more.” 

The streets are dangerous, packed with cars, motorcycles, and rickshaw 
vehicles called tuktuks. But Dany and her grandmother work side by side, 
day in and day out, in the rain, heat, and cold. They must continue searching 
for every scrap they can find so they can earn a few pennies a day, enough 
to purchase a handful of rice. But to this little family, every bite is precious. 



Pictured: 
Cold and alone, Dany (9) stands outside 
a store front on the dangerous streets of 
Phnom Penh, Cambodia. She’s taking a 
break from collecting scraps of garbage, 
her daily task, so she, her brother, and 
grandmother can eat. Dany says she’s in 
constant fear of being kidnapped on the 
street—an all-too-common reality for 
young girls in Cambodia.
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Cambodia is one of the world’s poorest countries, with more than 
40 percent of children malnourished, and more than 40 percent living in 
abject poverty. In a good week, Dany and her grandmother will collect 
enough recyclable trash to earn $10.00—not nearly enough to feed and 
care for a family of three. 

Dany’s brother spends the day fishing, hoping to catch their only 
meal of the day. He uses a fishing pole he cobbled together from a piece 
of bamboo. 

“
As children of prisoners, Dany  

and her brother are outcasts in their  
community. Dany is cursed and 
shunned by the other children. 

In the maze of Phnom Penh’s shops and traffic is an ancient pagoda, 
barely standing. In the deepest, darkest corner of this pagoda is a cremato-
rium. This is where Dany and her family live, and yet this is in no way a 
safe place. The roof leaks, so the floor is constantly flooded. They sleep and 
eat on a raised wooden bed. A few feet away sits the crematorium’s oven, 
where thousands of bodies have been burned. In front of this, is their small 
stove where they cook a little food, when they have it. A dark passageway, 
with walls covered in mold that is certainly toxic, leads to the bathroom.

As children of prisoners, Dany and her brother are outcasts in their 
community. Dany is cursed and shunned by the other children. 

“They gossip about me,” she says, “and make me feel ashamed. They 
curse at me, and I cry. My brother comforts me, and tells me not to cry.” 

Soo Lay says, “When they bully my grandchildren, I feel such pity. 
And I cry with them.” 

Meeting their daily needs is an almost impossible task for this family. 
Soo Lay has borrowed money to feed, clothe, and keep the children in 
school. But she owes more than she can ever repay. She often goes without 
food, so her grandchildren can eat. But her sacrifice weakens her. Soo Lay 
is suffering from tuberculosis and, without medicine and proper nutrition, 
she grows more ill. 

“I’m often sick, and I cough a lot,” says Soo Lay. “I have fevers. I worry 
about my grandchildren. They are small. If I am here, they can depend on 
me. But if I am not here, who can they depend on?” 
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Dany is also frequently sick with fevers, coughing, and diarrhea. She 
almost died from Dengue fever. 

When Dany walks the long distance to school, she battles fear while 
keeping an ever-vigilant eye. In Cambodia, girls Dany’s age are often preyed 
upon by sex traffickers. She is in constant danger of being kidnapped by 
them or forced into child labor. Nearly 20 percent of children in Cambodia 
are subjected to working in dangerous environments as child laborers. 

“I’m afraid people will harm me,” Dany says. “I’m afraid I will be 
raped. When I’m walking, I’m afraid I will be taken.”

The crematorium is, ironically, the only place Dany feels safe. Her 
one and only toy is a doll. Dany treasures the once discarded doll, even 
though it is missing legs and its hair was cropped short by the previous 
owner. She lovingly calls her cherished doll Cinderella.

“
I’m afraid people will harm me.  

I’m afraid I will be raped. When I’m  
walking, I’m afraid I will be taken.

Dany dreams of a life far removed from the cruel reality of her and 
her family’s circumstances.

“I miss my mother and I feel sad,” she says. “When I go to bed, I 
cry myself to sleep.” Dany desires to know that even while separated, her 
mother still loves her. 

 
* * *

PHYSICAL AND EMOTIONAL safety, and having their basic needs 
provided, is a dream for children of prisoners in developing countries. The 
families of prisoners in these countries typically live in the poor districts 
of large cities or in villages far removed from basic resources, struggling 
under poverty even before their parents’ arrest. When the main breadwinner 
is incarcerated, economic stress has a negative effect on the child’s living 
conditions. Families must find lower-cost housing, which puts them at risk, 
decreasing the child’s safety and security. “Many are mired in poverty and 
contend with crime, poor quality housing, low-performing schools and a 
dearth of resources that further prevent families from creating a safe and 
nurturing home environment.”18
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Pictured: 
Dany sits alone in the dark, toxic crema-
torium that she and her brother Danvin, 
and grandmother, Soo Lay, call home. 
Ironically, this home—infested with 
mold and infused with the stench of old, 
burned bodies—is the only place Dany 
feels safe.
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As in Dany’s situation, children whose mothers are serving a sentence 
are more likely to stay in the care of a grandparent, usually a single 
grandmother. The new sole caregiver of these children is simultaneously 
grieving the loss of their loved one’s imprisonment while struggling to 
provide for the child’s most basic and educational needs.

For many children, soon after a parent is arrested, their other parent 
leaves. Anecdotal evidence gathered by the Children of Prisoners Program 
field teams suggests it can be common for the remaining spouse, most 
notably in African countries, to leave their children with other caregivers, 
usually a single grandmother or grandfather or aunt. 

“
For many children of prisoners, 
soon after a parent is arrested, 

their other parent leaves.

In many cases, the remaining parent remarries and the children are 
unwelcome in the new family, or at risk of being abused. It’s usually the 
father who is in prison and the mother cannot provide for multiple children. 
She may take only her youngest child with her to a new living situation, 
often in another city or country to find better work, abandoning her older 
children to fend for themselves, or live with neighbors or uncaring relatives. 
The death of the remaining parent is also not uncommon as they may either 
be the victim of the crime committed by the incarcerated parent, or have 
passed away from health issues or accidents. The loss of both parents in 
quick succession is a significant shock to the emotional and psychological 
health of the child and increases their feelings of unworthiness and insecu-
rity, while also being a great source of grief for the caregiving grandparent.  

Safety is a major issue for these children and their caregivers. For the 
Children of Prisoners Program, safety relates primarily to the child having 
a secure home, supervision, community, and not suffering from exploita-
tion, abuse, or neglect. 

HOME
 

POOR HOUSING IS a great challenge for most families upon enrollment 
in the Children of Prisoners Program, and they are often in emergency need 
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of housing support. Families like Dany’s, who can barely afford food, often 
live in homes that are dilapidated, in ill repair, or have been weakened or 
destroyed by natural events. Many families need roofs replaced, repairs to 
mud or rotten thatch walls, and more. In families where the caregiver is 
elderly or disabled, they aren’t able to renovate the house to make it more 
accommodating or safe. 

Other families can no longer afford their homes or land and must 
sell and move in with family or friends, which often increases already 
cramped quarters. Some families resort to squatting illegally or living in 
other dangerous structures. 

Children of Prisoners Program Response: Secure Home
 

The Children of Prisoners Program places a high value on regularly visiting 
families in their own homes. This not only emphasizes acceptance to the 
child(ren) and the caregiver, it also enables the program caseworker to 
monitor the family’s living surroundings, the home’s condition, and help 
evaluate what repairs are needed. 

SUPERVISION
 

SOME CAREGIVERS AND families are ill equipped or unable to 
provide proper care for the children; this is especially true where caregiv-
ers are elderly, mentally unwell, older siblings, or lack education. In some 
contexts, verbal or physical abuse to discipline children is common. 

“
In situations where a 

caregiver is an extended family
 member, using the child for excessive 

domestic labor is common. 

In situations where a caregiver is an extended family member, using 
the child for excessive domestic labor is common. Children may be report-
ed as attending school, but it becomes evident that he or she is regularly 
withdrawn from school in order to help supplement the family’s wages 
through various income-generating activities. These may include working 
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as servants or being hired out to other people, or helping in family-run 
business endeavors. 

Another risk to a child’s safety is when his or her caregiver must work 
to provide for and feed the family, which requires them to leave the child 
unsupervised for extended periods of time. “This exposes children to the 
possibility of injury, exploitation, abuse, and in some cases, death. Children 
are also at higher risk of engaging in unhealthy behavior such as truancy, 
substance abuse, delinquency and gang involvement. This can be the main 
reason why it is hard for caregivers to find work that will provide enough 
to care for the family. 

“
Caregivers feel they must choose between caring 

for and providing security for children, when no 
one else in their community will offer support.

 
“They must choose between caring for and providing security for the 
child when no one else in their community will offer childcare or financial 
support. In many developing nations, caregivers and parents feel they can’t 
do both.”19 

Children of Prisoners Program Response: Secure Supervision
 

Cultural and social norms in certain countries will unfortunately succeed 
in hiding abuses for fear of making situations worse for the family. But 
because of the regular visits by program caseworkers and the intentional 
relationship-building with the children, in 2016, the Children of Prison-
ers Program intervened in several dozen situations where children were 
victims of abuse. And they assisted in restoring safety to those situations. 
The Children of Prisoners Program also places high priority on preven-
tion by teaching children, caregivers, and sometimes the community about 
child rights, what child abuse is, and how to protect children.

COMMUNITY
 

IN CERTAIN CONTEXTS, there is a high level of social isolation 
and rejection. “Kids with incarcerated parents are significantly less likely 
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to live in neighborhoods that are able to be supportive of families. Their 
parents are more likely to report feeling unsafe in their communities and 
less likely to feel they have people on whom they can rely for help with 
their children.”20

“
Loss of a family member because of 

incarceration seldom elicits sympathy.

Like Dany and her brother’s experience, many children of prisoners 
are scorned and ostracized from those in their community, because of their 
association with an imprisoned parent. In contrast to “other contexts of 
loss such as death or illness, loss of a family member because of incarcera-
tion seldom elicits sympathy and support from others.”21

Children of Prisoners Program Response: Secure Community 
 

When faced with such issues within the child’s community, the program 
helps the family balance the benefits of having an established support 
network. This network actively advocates for them, and provides protec-
tion or help in improving their living environment and social network. In 
some cases, the Children of Prisoners Program field teams have helped 
to relocate families.

HEALTH
  

WHEN A CHILD lives in an unsafe and damaged home, like Dany, 
or isn’t receiving proper nutrition, her health drastically declines. While 
current health data is being collected by the Children of Prisoners Program, 
hundreds of children in 2016 needed medical support and treatment in 
addition to the monitoring of their general health. 

Children of Prisoners Program Response: Secure Health
 

The Children of Prisoners Program focuses largely on preventative health 
measures, such as ensuring children are fully vaccinated, are regularly 
de-wormed, sleep under mosquito nets, and have adequate nutrition.  



Pictured (below): 
Soo Lay, Danvin, and Dany share a meal 
with their mother, Chhaem, who is now 
released from prison. While Chhaem still 
struggles to find employment, Soo Lay has 
remained a stable presence in Dany and 
Danvin’s lives, and the children have shown 
remarkable improvement since being en-
rolled in the program.

Pictured (right):
Dany is proud of her new bike, 
provided through the funds of 
her one-to-one sponsor. A bicy-
cle is a simple solution to ensure 
she is able to travel safely to and 
from school.
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Practically, this means program caseworkers follow up on child vaccina-
tions and work with the parent or caregiver to plan for further vaccinations 
in accordance with national standards. Where there are environmentally 
transmitted diseases such as malaria, schistosomiasis, and intestinal worms, 
program caseworkers see that children receive bed nets and facilitate period-
ic treatment for the child. If for some reason the child requires medical 
advice, which he or she is not receiving, the program also facilitates this. 

The basis of good health lies in a diet of nutritious food. Typical-
ly, parents and caregivers of children of prisoners struggle to afford one 
meal a day, let alone a balanced diet. The program therefore works with 
the child’s caregiver to determine appropriate supplementary nutritional 
support as necessary. In some cases, like with Soo Lay, the health of the 
caregiver is at higher risk and requires more attention than that of the 
child. Caregivers often have diabetes, high blood pressure, arthritis, or 
other common age-related issues, and these seriously affect their physical 
ability to care for the child. 

Some children enrolled in the program are born with birth defects, 
are infected with HIV, have become chronically ill, or have handicaps. In 
cases such as these, special funding efforts are attempted to assist with 
higher levels of intervention for emergencies, or more complex health 
issues for the child or the caregiver.

 
* * * 

DANY’S LIFE AND future were in jeopardy until the staff of the 
Children of Prisoners Program intervened. 

Once enrolled in the program, Dany and her family were provided 
with nutritious food, general health care, and financial aid so she and her 
brother could again attend school. 

With the help of local volunteers, the roof of their pagoda was repaired. 
Dany was very thankful for this. 

“Before, when it rained at night, we didn’t sleep until the rain stopped, 
because it dripped into the house and on my bed. Now the roof is repaired,” 
she said.

A Christian caseworker and local church volunteers routinely visit 
Dany and her family to ensure their needs are being met, and they are 
connected with a community church. Together, Dany, her brother, and 
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her grandmother are learning God’s Word and what it means to experi-
ence His love. 

Dany was thrilled to receive a new bike to help her safely get to school 
each day. She wrote a letter to her sponsor to express her thanks: 

Hello sponsor,

I really thank you for buying a bicycle for me. 
Before I always had to walk to school. Now that I have a 

bicycle to ride to school, I promise you I will try hard with my 
studies and I will get a good result at the end of the year.

A program caseworker also connected the family with a local pastor, 
who is a kind, trusted presence in the children’s lives. They arranged for 
the children to visit their mother in prison, which made Dany very happy.

Soo Lay says, “My family is better than before. I am really thankful 
for your support by giving us 50 kg of rice. It is important for my family 
and helps reduce our daily expenses, so we can save some money to meet 
other real needs.”

Dany and her family were suffering under an enormous weight. But 
today, Dany has a new hope. Her parents have both been released from 
prison, though they struggle to remain employed. Soo Lay remains the 
stable force in the children’s lives, and the children continue to grow up 
healthy and strong. 
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CHAPTER RECAP

CHAPTER 3

LOSS OF SAFETY 
AND BASIC NEEDS

POOR HOUSING 

• Families of prisoners in developing countries typically 
live in poor districts of large cities or in remote villages.

• When a family’s breadwinner is imprisoned, families 
often must find even lower-income housing.

 
LACK OF SUPERVISION 

• Many caregivers must choose between working to 
provide for their children, or staying at home and 
supervising their safety.

 
COMMUNITY ISOLATION 

• Children of prisoners face high levels of rejection and 
isolation within their communities.

 
HEALTH RISKS 

• Unsafe or unsanitary home conditions, along with the 
lack of proper nutrition and medical care, adversely 
impact a child’s safety and well-being.
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CHAPTER 4

victimization 
and depersonalization

 

He will call on me, and I will answer him; I will be 
with him in trouble, I will deliver him and honor him.

PSALM 91:15

AT JUST THREE years old, Kunda is already an outcast in his 
community of Nkwazi, one of the poorest and most densely populated 

neighborhoods in Ndola, Zambia. 
Kunda and his older siblings, Lucy and Jackson, were all under the 

age of five when their father was sentenced to 25 years in prison. Shortly 
after their father’s sentence, their mother abandoned them, too. They 
haven’t seen her since, an added grief the children feel every single day. 
Their grandmother, Payder, is now their primary caretaker.

Though not technically orphaned, Kunda is a social orphan. As the 
child of a prisoner, Kunda’s neighbors laugh at him and his siblings and 
call them names. They throw garbage in the family’s yard, and they won’t 
let Kunda come near their homes. Kunda cries at their rejection. This 
ostracizing treatment is too much for someone so young—whose life has 
barely begun. 

Victimization is the story of Kunda’s life: he and his family have been 
the victims of vicious rumors, rejection, and even hate crimes. 



Pictured: 
Three-year-old Kunda and his sister Lucy, from Nkwazi, 
one the poorest neighborhoods in Ndola, Zambia, are 
outcasts in their community simply because their father 
is in prison. With the burden of three children to care for 
and her husband in prison, Kunda’s mother abandoned 
them. They and their older brother Jackson were left to 
fend for themselves until their grandmother, Payder, took 
them in. (Photo courtesy of Florian Maier.)
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Pictured: 
Nkwazi, a rural community in 
the north of Ndola, has some of 
the poorest living standards in 
Zambia. Here, neighborhood 
children eat their evening meal. 
Kunda, Lucy, and Jackson often 
have to scavenge for meals un-
til their grandmother, Payder, 
comes home from the market 
after selling enough goods to 
purchase a pack of maize. (Photo 
courtesy of Florian Maier.)
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“Once, we found a dead dog dumped inside [our house]. Neighbors 
called our home a garbage dump. Others called it a toilet,” says Payder. 
“But I still call it a home.”

Their dilapidated mud hut is the only consistent refuge Payder can 
offer her grandchildren, but it’s in desperate need of a new roof and other 
repairs. When the rainy season comes every December through March, 
their home can’t protect them from the downpours. 

“Our roof leaks so badly, I have to grab the children and rush outside,” 
says Payder. They huddle under a tree, drenched and shivering, until the 
rain lets up. 

Every day, Payder goes to the market, hoping she can sell enough 
vegetables to earn enough to buy food for an evening meal. While they 
wait for her to return home, Kunda and his siblings scavenge for food, 
whatever they can find to quiet their hungry bellies. In the evening, Payder 
brings home a pack of maize, but it is barely enough to feed the little family. 

Payder puts on a brave face to encourage her grandchildren. Despite 
her best efforts, she’s ashamed she can’t provide for them better. She simply 
cannot earn enough to cover the cost of food, let alone clothing, school 
supplies, or home repairs. She tries not to show her grandchildren how 
her heart grieves because her son is in prison. She tries to comfort and 
protect her grandchildren’s emotions. 

She knows they need more than what she can provide. In her private 
moments, Payder cries to God for help. 

“[I tell God] not to let me down. I ask Him for wisdom on how I 
will [take care of ] the children.”

Kunda just wants to feel loved and accepted. Yet, every day, he must 
endure the loss of his parents and providers, and face the rejection of his 
extended family, friends, and his community.

 
* * *

FOR KUNDA AND his family, one of the most heartbreaking aspects 
of their situation is the stigma and scorn they feel from their community. 
And why? For the sole reason that their parent committed a crime and is 
imprisoned. They have been deemed unworthy, even though their father’s 
imprisonment is not their fault. The depersonalization and victimization 
they face from their community has led to these children being labeled as 
different, undesirable. They are a “them,” never an “us.”
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The main emotion connected to stigma is shame. “The whole family 
may share the stigma and shame associated with having a family member 
in prison.”22 Being stigmatized usually has negative mental effects related 
to the loss of status and the discrimination experienced by the whole family.  

Unlike other family loss events, like a death or a serious illness, an 
imprisoned parent seldom prompts sympathy from community members. 
Because of the reason behind the loss, the typical outlets for grieving are 
often unavailable to those like Kunda’s family. 

“
Families of prisoners are fearful of 

reaching out, of asking for help. And in 
some communities, this fear is valid. 

When a family most needs emotional and practical support from their 
community, they are instead treated as outcasts. They feel isolated in their 
emotional trauma, and the shame and rejection of real—or perceived—
prejudice. It can be a common community perception that incarcerated 
parents are intrinsically bad parents.

Families of prisoners are fearful of reaching out, of asking for help. 
And in some communities, this fear is valid. “Their parents are more likely 
to report feeling unsafe in their communities and less likely to feel they 
have people on whom they can rely for help with their children.”23

Sadly, the scorn and discrimination doesn’t end when the parent is 
released from prison. The challenge of reuniting with the family, even after 
serving a short prison sentence, is made more distressing when trying to 
find work and housing. “Without education, training and work experi-
ence, parents who have been incarcerated can’t compete for today’s family-
supporting jobs. They may also be dealing with traumas related to impris-
onment that make it challenging to hold a job. While many prisons offer 
vocational training, it often falls short of teaching the skills that today’s 
employers seek.”24 Even for those who have participated in trade training 
while incarcerated, they often discover upon release that many employers 
are unwilling to hire an ex-prisoner. And yet sustainable income sources 
are key to helping families stand on their own. 

From the standpoint of the community at large, there are aspects that 
make this social alienation and discrimination understandable, especial-
ly for those who live in lower-income neighborhoods. “Just living in a 



Pictured (below): 
Mud-brick homes are a familiar sight in 
the Nkwazi community of Ndola, Zam-
bia. The roof, made up of plastic, tarps, 
and scraps of garbage, does little to keep 
the home dry during the periodic,  torren-
tial downpours in the rainy season, which 
lasts from December through March. 
(Photo courtesy of Florian Maier.)

Pictured (right): 
Kunda and his sister Lucy play outside their 
new home, built through the assistance of 
Prison Fellowship International’s affiliate 
in Zambia and the Children of Prisoners 
Program. (Photo courtesy of Florian Maier.)





- 74 -

Pictured: 
Lucy, Kunda, and Payder are 
proud of their new home—a 
welcoming “place of light” for 
the community. (Photo courtesy 
of Florian Maier.)
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neighborhood with a high incarceration rate increases residents’ chances 
of suffering from depression and anxiety. Even for residents who have had 
no contact with the criminal justice system, heightened police vigilance can 
cast a shadow over their children, families, and homes. And the absence 
of parents, most of them fathers, weakens neighborhoods and tears apart 
social networks, which, in turn, affects the local economy. Parents’ inability 
to find work when they return home further destabilizes their communities 
and increases their likelihood of reverting to criminal activity.”25

And yet, overwhelmingly, “The communities where children reside 
can make or break a family’s stability.”26 

When a family is surrounded by individuals who support and care 
for them and won’t stigmatize or ignore the parent’s imprisonment, the 
children and caregivers can begin the healing process and learn to cope. 

Children of Prisoners Program Response: Community Connection
 

THIS IS AN area where transformation is a step-by-step process—change 
doesn’t happen overnight. Prison Fellowship International’s program staff 
and volunteers work to build bridges within the families’ communities by 
engaging community leaders early on to explain the program carefully 
and work together to identify and enroll children of prisoners, create 
mini-centers where events can take place for community schools and 
churches, and offer reliable support. 

The Children of Prisoners Program caseworkers regularly visit families 
to show a consistent, caring, and accepting presence, while also monitor-
ing the family’s living conditions. For caregivers, this helps improve their 
sense of well-being, confidence, and hope. Caseworkers report that child 
caregivers regularly phone them to discuss issues.

The involvement of the program staff in caregivers’ lives communi-
cates to the watching community that the family is seen and valued, and 
the stigmatization starts to fade.

 
*  *  *

WHEN THE CHILDREN of Prisoners Program field team found Kunda 
and his family, the first areas they addressed were providing supplemen-
tal food and repairing their house. The support was a significant boost to 
Kunda’s emotional health and that of his siblings. However, their new joy 
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was tainted by the continued taunting of their neighbors. They still could 
not escape the victimization.

Payder says, “People in the community laughed at us saying, ‘[These 
people] will not repair your home, that’s a lie.’”

Despite the community’s skepticism, the Children of Prisoners 
Program staff and volunteers worked with local churches to help replace 
the home’s roof, repair the holes in the walls, and assess the safety of the 
structure. 

“I said since God is there, and He watches over these children, He 
will never fail us,” says Payder. She refuses to allow her heart to grow bitter 
toward her community. 

“I pray my new home is not only a safe and dry place for my family,” 
she says, “but a place of light and community for others.” 

The Children of Prisoners Program team regularly visits Kunda to 
ensure he and his siblings are well fed and attending school. The children 
enjoy their regular walks to their local Prison Fellowship International 
affiliate office to retrieve a box of monthly food staples, as well as school 
supplies and clothing. 

“
I pray my new home is not only 

a safe and dry place for my family, but a place  
of light and community for others.

Kunda and his family have been connected with a local church. 
Weekly, the family attends a community Bible study that the church holds 
for families of prisoners—they’re learning about God and making new 
friends. Where they were depersonalized, they are now growing in person-
al relationships and being accepted into a community that understands 
their situation. 

God has answered Payder’s prayers. Life continues to improve for 
Kunda. The family persists in their faith, having had help restoring their 
trust in both people, and in their Heavenly Father who loves them.
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CHAPTER RECAP

CHAPTER 4

VICTIMIZATION 
AND DEPERSONALIZATION

STIGMATIZATION 

• Children and families of prisoners are often stigma-
tized, discriminated against, and treated as outcasts in 
their communities for their association with a criminal. 

• The main emotion connected to stigma is shame. 
• Being stigmatized usually has negative mental effects 

as typical outlets for dealing with loss are unavailable 
to children of prisoners.

 
VICTIMIZATION 

• Families of prisoners are fearful of asking for help. In 
some communities their fear is valid, as they are the 
target of hate crimes.

• Scorn and discrimination doesn’t end when a parent is 
released from prison. The challenge of reuniting with the 
family, even after serving a short prison sentence, is made 
more distressing when trying to find work and housing.

 
DEPERSONALIZATION 

• The communities where children of prisoners reside can make 
or break a family’s stability. 

• Children of prisoners can begin to heal and thrive when they 
are surrounded by individuals who support and care for them 
and won’t stigmatize their parent’s imprisonment.
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CHAPTER 5

loss 
of resilience

 

The Lord is close to the broken hearted  
and saves those who are crushed in spirit.

PSALM 34:18

AT JUST 10 years old, Daniel is the man of the house. Four years         
  ago, his father was arrested in the family’s Costa Rican hometown 

and taken away by police. Like so many men in their community, Daniel’s 
father had fallen into selling drugs to help his family escape poverty. His 
imprisonment left his wife struggling to provide and his two young and 
impressionable sons without a father to guide and nurture them. 

The loss of his father devastated Daniel. He is sad, withdrawn. Lonely. 
He has lost interest in school and other games and activities he used to 
enjoy. He doesn’t play much with other kids in his neighborhood anymore. 

Internally, he’s grieving because the person he wants to be with most 
in the world is imprisoned. 

“Daniel really needs his dad,” says his mother, Jessie. “He needs his 
dad with him.” 

Taking on a more father-figure role in his family, Daniel spends most 
of his time caring for his little brother, Jeremy, who struggles with many 
emotional and behavioral issues of his own. 



Pictured: 
At just 10 years old, Daniel is the man 
of the house. With his father in prison, 
and his mother working to feed the 
family, Daniel is in charge of his little 
brother Jeremy. He does all he can to 
keep his curious brother away from the 
Costa Rican gangsters that roam their 
neighborhood looking for new, young 
recruits. It’s too much responsibility for 
someone so young. Daniel is so bur-
dened by these responsibilities, on top 
of greiving the loss of his father, that he 
says he wishes he wasn’t alive.
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“He’s seven years old, and he sometimes fights me,” says Daniel. “He 
doesn’t behave, and he never stops moving.” 

Jeremy is a sweet, affectionate boy, and he loves going to school. 
But his constant state of hyperactivity is so extreme that teachers cannot 
handle him. 

Jessie works hard cleaning houses but she doesn’t make enough money 
for food, clothing, and school supplies, much less for the counseling and 
support both her children need. 

“There were two months where I had to tell my boys that either we 
buy school supplies or we eat. Because with my pay, I can either buy one 
thing, or another. Not both.” 

Jessie can’t afford a proper house for her family so the three live in a 
tiny concrete shack surrounded by discarded junk, in a filthy, crime-ridden 
slum. The boys live elbow-to-elbow in the cramped space, barely able to 
pass each other between a tiny dining table and their bunk bed. With no 
door between the small bathroom or rooms, there is no privacy. And there 
is no space for the boys to play. 

“
There were two months 

where I had to tell my boys that either 
we buy school supplies or we eat.

Whenever possible, the boys play on the streets outside their home. 
Jessie knows they need to run and burn off energy, but she worries constant-
ly about gangs in their neighborhood. She’s terrified her sons will befriend 
older boys in these gangs and see them as role models. Daniel, his brother, 
and other vulnerable children without fathers are in danger of being lured 
into a life of gang violence and drugs. It’s the same path that separated 
them from their father in the first place. 

Jessie keeps her boys close but when she must go to work, she can’t 
be there to keep them safe. 

“I think about the gangs a lot,” says Jessie. “Daniel tells me that he 
doesn’t like hanging out with bad kids. But Jeremy, yes, he does like the 
older boys. I try to keep him away, but he says they call to him. I tell him 
that he is too young and shouldn’t hang out with them.” 

For now, Daniel turns away from gangs, and he tries to protect his 
brother from their influence. 
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“I don’t like to hang out with those people. It is very bad,” he says. 
Daniel wants to stay on the right path but he also knows the danger 

he faces. 
“I’m scared,” says Daniel. “I’m scared because a girl got attacked who 

lived around here.” 
Losing a parent to prison is devastating for all children. For Daniel, 

it has meant the loss of his father—a role model, protector, and provider. 
It has filled his life with grief, anger, confusion, and shame. He’s internal-
izing his feelings and shutting out his mom and teachers. His grief is so 
deep, so intense, that he says he wishes he wasn’t alive. He’s burdened with 
an emotional pain he does not know how to cope with or express. The 
experiences Daniel has been through has depleted his sense of resilience. 

Talking about his memories of his father is the only way a spark of 
joy comes to his eyes. 

“
Daniel’s grief is so deep, 

he says he wishes he wasn’t alive.

“Me and my dad used to go out a lot,” he says. “We would go 
everywhere together. We used to ride bicycles together. He would take 
me into town, and we would look at things. He would buy things for me.” 

Jessie is at the breaking point. She knows her boys need more. The 
Costa Rican government does not have support services for families like 
hers, and there are some needs even a loving mother can’t meet. 

No one can replace Daniel’s father. And this has left a void in Daniel’s 
heart, waiting to be filled. The question is, will it be filled with drugs and 
violence, or with hope and a chance for a better future? Daniel needs 
specialized counseling in order to heal emotionally. Without that, and 
with his teen years ahead of him, Daniel’s future is bleak at best. 

 
* * * 

WHEN A CHILD like Daniel experiences the arrest of a parent, the 
trauma can cause severe damage to his or her emotional and mental health, 
which causes the loss of resilience—the ability to adapt to disadvantages and 
traumatic life situations in a healthy way. “While the initial arrest causes 
nightmares and flashbacks in young children, long-term psychological 





Pictured: 
Daniel may try to act tough while he 
watches out for his little brother Jeremy, but 
on the inside, he fears the dangers—drugs, 
violence, gangs—of his neighborhood.





Pictured: 
A typical, poor neighborhood in Costa 
Rica. Here, the government does not 
have support services to help lift families 
like Daniels’s out of their impoverished 
circumstances.
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effects may include insecure attachments; internalizing problems such 
as anxiety, withdrawal, hypervigilance, depression, shame, and guilt; and 
externalizing behaviors such as anger, aggression, and hostility towards 
caregivers and siblings. A combination of fear, resentment, and the sense 
of loss makes it extremely difficult for the child to focus on studies and to 
maintain a normal social life.”27

“
Parental imprisonment can have 

life-long repercussions for children.

With raw emotions and excruciating vulnerability, children of prisoners 
express the social and psychological impact of their parents’ incarceration in 
various ways. These may include changes in sleep patterns, eating behaviors, 
exhibiting symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder, low self-esteem, 
and an increase in use of drugs, alcohol, or tobacco. As Daniel and Jeremy’s 
relationship demonstrates, older siblings may take on a pseudo-parental 
role with their younger siblings.

Parental imprisonment can have life-long repercussions for children, 
and it’s only prolonged and increased when they try to internalize their 
feelings. For some families, it is important to both the caregiving parent 
and the child that they hide their internal turmoil in order to give the 
appearance of coping well. 

This defense mechanism, while understandable when considering the 
stigma placed on families by their community, cannot be maintained long 
term. Eventually the internal stress and tension causes withdrawal from 
relationships with family and friends, a worsening performance in school 
and attendance rates, increased aggression, and other damaging and antiso-
cial behaviors. Worse still, these behaviors often lead to criminal tendencies. 

Children of Prisoners Program Response: Resilience
 

THE CHILDREN OF Prisoners Program is not only structured to bring 
relief for external issues, like lack of schooling and housing, but also to 
address and resolve participants’ internal conflicts. In order to adapt well 
in the midst of their traumatic circumstances, children of prisoners and 
their families need financial and emotional support. Often, emotional 
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support means helping the child build positive relationships with family, 
friends, God, and self. 

The Children of Prisoners Program does this by first connecting 
a child of a prisoner with a Christian caseworker, who on their regular 
child visits, provides or facilitates specialized counseling. When a trained 
program caseworker enters into this crucial moment in a child’s life—the 
breaking point—it comes as a relief. The care and counseling provided 
interrupts the cycle of emotional struggles. The caseworker also helps 
facilitate communication between the child and their parent in prison. 
The child and family are paired with local church volunteers to help heal 
emotional and spiritual wounds caused by the loss of a parent and the 
rejection of their neighbors, friends, and community. 

The Children of Prisoners Program also provides opportunities for 
positive peer interaction, fun, and recreation. During these activities, 
children are exposed to cultural and spiritual songs, stories, dance, art, 
and more. Children are encouraged to express themselves through writing, 
drawing, or other creative mediums that further enable them to express 
ideas and feelings orally or artistically. And these, in turn, contribute to 
building the child’s resilience and helping them to adapt in an emotion-
ally healthy way. 

Innocent children should not need to sacrifice their own futures to 
pay for the crimes of their parents. Trained program staff get to know 
each family, each child, in order to provide comprehensive care and social 
support. 

 

* * * 
WHEN DANIEL WAS enrolled in the program, psychologist Jeanette 
Castillo Icera saw right away the depth of Daniel’s emotional pain. 

Through local church partners, caring caseworkers, and dedicated 
therapists, Daniel is receiving specialized help, protection, guidance, and 
counseling. Daniel is learning how to process his emotions and develop 
healthy thought patterns. Through counseling and therapy, the family’s 
relationships are being repaired. Resilience is being built.

Daniel and his family were given financial aid to help cover food and 
school costs. And because he is no longer distracted by the heavy emotional 
burden, Daniel’s education is back on track. 
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Daniel and his family have received spiritual support that has 
profoundly changed their lives, and they now have a community who have 
come alongside them. They have experienced in practical and relational 
ways that there is hope for them, and that God’s love is boundless. 
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CHAPTER RECAP

CHAPTER 5

LOSS 
OF RESILIENCE

EMOTIONAL TRAUMA 

• Witnessing the arrest of a parent can cause severe 
emotional trauma, with long-term repercussions.

• Emotional trauma left unacknowledged or unattended 
to can lead to high-risk behaviors.

 
HIGH-RISK BEHAVIORS 

• Children of prisoners express the social and psycho-
logical impact of their parents’ incarceration in various 
ways that may lead to high-risk behaviors, including: 

- Changes in sleep patterns and eating behaviors
- Symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder
- Low self-esteem
- Use of drugs, alcohol, tobacco, or criminal  
   behaviors

 
COPING MECHANISMS 

• Children exposed to positive peer engagement and 
expressive mediums such as writing, drawing, or other 
creative outlets are better able to cope with their feelings 
and develop long-term emotional resilience.
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CHAPTER 6

relationship lost 
with incarcerated parent

 

In peace I will lie down and sleep, 
 for you alone, Lord, make me dwell in safety. 

PSALM 4:8

AS A TODDLER, Precious had a loving relationship with her father,  
 but she barely remembers him now. When she was just two years 

old, he was arrested and sent away to prison, leaving behind his wife and 
five children. 

Zimbabwean law does not permit children under the age of 18 to 
visit anyone in prison—even their parents. Now 10-year-old Precious and 
her siblings have no idea if their father is safe or still cares about them, 
as it has been eight years since they saw him. Every day, Precious thinks 
about her father, wonders about him, wishes she could see him—even for 
just a few minutes. 

Shortly after the arrest their mother, Jacquelyn, suffered a stroke caused 
by the stress of work and trying to provide for her five children alone. 
The stroke left her disabled and unable to care for them. She eventually 
moved to town, where her sister could care for her. Heartbreakingly for 
Jacquelyn, this meant leaving her children to squat illegally in a rundown, 
two-room hut in a maize field. 



Pictured: 
Ten-year-old Precious hasn’t seen her father in eight years. 
In Zimbabwe, it’s illegal for children under 18 to visit a 
prison—even to see their parent. Severing the parent-
child bond can be devastating to both the child and the 
prisoner’s well-being. Studies show when a child is able to 
maintain contact with their incarcerated parent, it signifi-
cantly reduces their risk of developing a mental illness, and 
it also reduces the likelihood that their parent will become 
a repeat offender upon their release. (Photo courtesy of Sacha 
Mortensen.)
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Pictured (L–R): 
While Morgan (back) is out working, Precious (10), Tsitsi 
(6), and Ronald (8) tend to their home—an abandoned 
shack in the middle of a maize field. (Photo courtesy of Sacha 
Mortensen.)
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“My children were so young,” says Jacquelyn. “It worried me. What 
would they do for food, for laundry? Could they go to school? Life was 
better when he [my husband] was here. Nothing was a challenge. We 
were staying happily. Everything changed [when he was imprisoned]. 
There was no income.”

Precious’s older brother, Morgan, became the man of the house when 
he was just 14 years old, and he’s been trying to support his family ever 
since. But there is a lack of work opportunities. Morgan is tired and he’s 
frustrated that he is home more than out doing the work he wants to do 
in order to provide for his siblings. Morgan worries about his mother’s 
health. The well-being of his siblings—and his own future—weigh heavily 
on his mind. 

The children barely satisfy their hunger with a maize flour dish called 
nshima. On a good day, they may have a few vegetables or get to eat two 
meals. 

With little income to purchase food, it is next to impossible for the 
family to afford school fees. 

“There is nothing to save after getting money for school fees and food. 
When [my husband] was here we could save,” Jacquelyn says.

At night, the children struggle to get a good night of rest. In the winter, 
it is so cold and they do not have enough blankets. But it’s not just the cold 
that keeps them huddled together. The little ones are scared. They’re sad 
and feel insecure and unprotected in the absence of their mother and father. 

Every day is another reminder that their family isn’t how it was—or 
how it’s supposed to be. Every birthday and holiday is mixed with the 
grief that their father isn’t there. They wonder if he misses them like they 
miss him. They just wish they could see him again. 

* * *
WHEN A PARENT is serving a prison sentence, the normal, trusted, 
everyday nurturing bond and interaction is severed—abruptly—and often 
the children do not understand why. The trauma of the sudden separation 
is magnified when other risk factors, like changes in living arrangements 
and financial hardship, overwhelm the family. 

A parent’s imprisonment creates a confusing loss for the child. Unlike 
the death of a parent, incarceration doesn’t allow for the kind of mourning 
that leads to acceptance and closure. Children of prisoners may need 
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counseling in how to build resilience and cope with the situation, but every 
day, they face the challenge of trying to live with their loss. 

A parent’s imprisonment “will likely result in stress, sadness, and fear; 
indeed, many scholars have likened the experience of losing a parent to 
incarceration to that of losing a parent to death or divorce. However, while 
death is naturally occurring and final, separation due to incarceration is 
ambiguous; children may not know how to grieve the loss of a parent who 
is alive, yet emotionally and physically absent.”28 

It doesn’t matter if the separation is long- or short-term, the child 
is still affected. “In the long-term, it may negatively impact the child’s 
future security and social interaction. In the short-term, parental impris-
onment has been found to increase the likelihood of a child engaging in 
antisocial behavior and increased anxiety as a result of not knowing what 
is happening to the parent.”29

“
Many scholars have likened  

the experience of losing a parent  
to prison to that of losing a parent 

 to death or divorce.

While there are certainly situations where the child is better off because 
an abusive parent has been removed, there are many other circumstances 
where the child faces a more dire future. The child’s bond with his incarcer-
ated parent is necessarily weakened, or it may never form in the first place 
because of the age of the child at the time of the arrest. 

As the story of Precious and her older siblings illustrates, children 
may need to assume new roles or responsibilities. It may be necessary to 
find work to help supplement the family’s income. Children who sense 
the distress of their family members may try, in their own limited way, to 
be an emotional support. 

Some prisons do allow opportunities for children to keep in touch 
with their parents through letters, phone calls, and other means. This can 
significantly help soothe the pain of separation, especially for families who 
are not able to travel to visit. But it can also add to the financial burden 
of the family as often phone calls cost money the family doesn’t have. Or, 
if the number of phone calls permitted is limited, the incarcerated parent 
has to choose between calling family or speaking with their legal counsel. 



Pictured (right): 
A distant view of Precious’s homestead on 
the outskirts of Harare, Zimbabwe. (Photo 
courtesy of Sacha Mortensen.)



Pictured (left): 
In rural Zimbabwe, families live in small vil-
lages with fewer than one hundred inhab-
itants. Houses are constructed out of mud 
bricks that are handmade and dried in the 
sun, and covered in thatched or zinc-sheet 
roofing. The kitchen is located in a separate 
structure—or in Precious’s case—outside. 
(Photo courtesy of Sacha Mortensen.) 
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Pictured (L–R): 
Precious, Tsitsi, and Ronald sit outside their 
mud-brick home. Precious and Ronald have 
since reconnected with their father in prison 
after the staff of Prison Fellowship Inter-
national’s affiliate in Zimbabwe lobbied the 
government to remove the visitation ban.
(Photo courtesy of Sacha Mortensen.)
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A telephone conversation is one challenge, and in-person communica-
tion is another. Often the parent is imprisoned far away from where their 
family lives. This means traveling the long distance becomes challeng-
ing due to time constraints for the working caregiver, and it can be an 
additional financial cost. Some prisoners may be serving a sentence in 
another country, often because of drug crimes. 

In many cases, the family makes every effort to visit the parent in 
prison, but the child may be excluded from these visits for a variety of 
reasons, including prison policies that prevent children from visiting. For 
others, corruption within the prison system makes the process overly costly 
and stressful, or the visiting conditions are not child-friendly. Many parents 
in prison are too ashamed for their children to see them behind bars. Or, 
the caregiving parent has had such a breakdown in his or her relationship 
with the imprisoned parent that the effort, cost, and emotional stress to 
visit are too much. 

“
Research shows when children 

are able to visit their parent in prison,  
it lowers their risk of mental health issues  

and the parent’s chance of becoming 
 a repeat offender.

For all these reasons, maintaining any meaningful contact is extraor-
dinarily difficult. Yet research shows when children are able to visit their 
parents in prison, it benefits the healing of the relationship and lowers the 
possibility of a child developing mental health issues, anxiety, and criminal 
tendencies. It also helps lower the parent’s chance of becoming a repeat 
offender as the felt connection with their family at home incentivizes them 
to better reintegrate into their community upon release. 

Children of Prisoners Program Response: Family Reunification 
 and Resilience
 
FOR CHILDREN ENROLLED in the Children of Prisoners Program, 
maintaining a connection with the incarcerated parent creates emotional 
stability by reassuring him or her the parent is safe, still desires a relation-
ship, and still cares about them. 
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The program staff work closely with the family, the incarcarated 
parent, and often the prison and prison officials to understand how best 
to overcome obstacles and facilitate communication and visits with the 
incarcarated parent. 

With the high percentage of caregivers being grandparents, the likeli-
hood of caregiver illness or incapacity is also taken into consideration. 
Support may be given to protect the caregiver’s health so they may afford, 
as well as physically be able, to travel with the child. 

“
Strategically investing in the lives of 

children of prisoners and their caregivers has 
a long-term benefit for the family, not just for 

the period of the parent’s incarceration.

Where applicable, program caseworkers also help develop support 
services for the critical period leading up to the release of the parent, their 
initial return home, and their reintegration into community and employ-
ment. Because the majority are fathers, the primary breadwinner and the 
head of the household, in order for intervention to have a long-term benefi-
cial impact, it is important they be included in the process of rebuilding 
relationships and restoring the family unit. 

Since the child’s caregiver will often continue to provide care after the 
parent is released, there are some occasions where program staff may help 
the caregiver connect with possible job options in the area. Sometimes 
these are found through the local church community. 

On rare occasions, the Children of Prisoners Program may invest in 
the caregiver’s ongoing income-generation and empowerment activities, 
as resources allow. Examples include providing seed goats to families, 
developing pig and cow banks, chicken-farming training and small start-
up home gardens or grocery stores, food carts, liquid soap production, 
work placement, and other vocational training. 

This strategic investment is an area we hope to grow in as it has a 
long-term benefit for the family, not just for the period of the parent’s 
incarceration. “These forms of activities also create stability for the family 
when the incarcerated parent returns, and increase the likelihood of success-
ful reintegration. Investing in these activities also lessens the impact of 
either self or program initiated withdrawal of children.”30
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In the case of Precious and the other Zimbabwean children of prison-
ers, Prison Fellowship Zimbabwe and the Children of Prisoners Program 
staff advocated and worked tirelessly to reverse the age ban law on prison 
visitation. And they succeeded! This was a significant breakthrough for 
these children as they can now reunite with their parent and begin the 
journey toward emotional healing. 

  
 

* * *
PRECIOUS AND HER siblings have reconnected with their father after 
eight long years. This has made a world of difference for the little girl in 
helping settle her heart. 

Staff helped the family qualify for government-funded housing and 
build a new, safer home closer to town so they can also be near their mother. 
The family also receives regular food supplements. 

The children re-enrolled in school, and Precious enjoys her studies. 
She wants to become a nurse when she grows up. Precious, her mother, 
and her siblings have a new hope. And today, no longer hungry or cold, 
they can sleep in peace. 
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CHAPTER RECAP

CHAPTER 6

RELATIONSHIP LOST 
WITH INCARCERATED PARENT

EFFECTS OF PARENTAL SEPERATION 

• A parent’s imprisonment creates a confusing loss for a child. 
• Many scholars liken the loss of a parent to prison to that of 

losing a parent to death or divorce.
• Children may not be able to properly grieve the ambiguous 

loss of an imprisoned parent, resulting in an increase of anxiety 
and antisocial behaviors.

• Some children may be abandoned by their remaining parent 
or caretaker and left to fend for themselves.

 
REUNIFICATION AND RESILIENCE 

• Maintaining a connection with their incarcerated parent creates 
emotional stability in children, assuring them their parent is 
safe and still desires a relationship with them.

• Research shows that incarcerated parents who maintain a 
relationship with their children are less likely to become repeat 
offenders upon their release from prison.
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CHAPTER 7

poor access
to education

 

I sought the Lord, and he answered me;  
he delivered me from all my fears. 

PSALM 34:4–6

WHEN NOELIA WAS six years old, she was startled awake in the 
middle of the night by loud sirens and the police breaking down 

the door of her home in Costa Rica. She watched, horrified, as police beat 
her father in front of her, then arrested and took him away. 

He never came home. 
At 11 years old, Noelia is immersed in her own world of sadness and 

emotional trauma. She doesn’t talk about the day her father was arrested. 
Noelia’s mother, Maria, struggles alone to provide for her three children 

on the sporadic income she earns by washing clothes for her neighbors, 
or selling bread on the streets. 

“Whatever I earn buys food for the day, but it is not enough for the 
children,” says Maria. 

“Sometimes we ask our mother for something to eat, but there isn’t 
any food,” says Noelia. 

Maria can barely afford the two small rooms they rent in a dilapi-
dated boarding house in a dangerous slum the family has lived in for two 



Pictured: 
At six years old, Noelia watched as her 
father was beaten and arrested in her 
home in the middle of the night. Now 11 
years old, she lives in a world of her own 
sadness, growing up without her father 
and struggling to get by in a dangerous, 
gang-filled and crime-ridden Costa Ri-
can neighborhood.
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Pictured: 
With the danger in their neighborhood—
violence, drugs, gangs—Noelia’s mother, 
Maria, will not let her children leave the 
house without her.
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years. It’s cold in the winter, sweltering in the summer. The one bathroom 
is shared with the other five families who live on their floor.

“Rats come in here,” Noelia says. “There are mice, cockroaches, and 
sometimes worms.” 

Noelia and her two younger brothers are confined to play in the narrow 
corridor that runs outside their front door.

 “We don’t have a place that is good or safe for the children,” says 
Maria. “They cannot play inside because when they do, the plaster falls 
on the heads of the people downstairs. I feel a little like we are in prison, 
trapped in this situation.” 

Schooling is critical for the children, but pursuing their education 
comes with many obstacles. The children need school supplies, uniforms, 
clothes, and shoes—simple things, but ones that cost money that Maria 
cannot afford. 

“Sometimes we need things for school, and my mom does not have 
enough money to buy them,” Noelia says. 

Not being able to afford school supplies and tuition isn’t the only 
potential barrier to education that Noelia and her brothers face. The act 
of getting to school is itself an obstacle as their neighborhood is danger-
ous and overrun with gangs and drugs. There are gunfights. 

“Sometimes people get hurt,” Noelia says. “Sometimes people get 
killed. So, I get scared.” 

Every time Noelia hears loud noises, or police sirens, she has flashbacks 
to the horrifying scene she witnessed when her father was arrested. Every 
time it causes her eyes to well up with tears.

“
Sometimes people get 

 hurt. Sometimes people get 
 killed. So, I get scared.

With the danger in their neighborhood, Maria will not let her children 
leave the house without her, so whenever she can afford to send them to 
school, she must walk them there and back herself. 

And then there are the focus issues. When she is in school, Noelia 
struggles in her studies because she has retreated into a prison of her own 
emotions; she’s grieving the loss of her father’s presence, but doesn’t know 
how to process it. 
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“I want to be with my father. Now, it’s just the four of us, and we don’t 
have the warmth of a father.” 

Noelia can’t escape her fears, and she’s suffering from profound trauma. 
Maria wants to give her children a good life, free from hunger, deprivation, 
and emotional pain. But she lacks the means or opportunity to meet their 
material needs or provide education, and she doesn’t know how to help 
heal the emotional scars instead of continue staling Noelia’s happiness. 

“I want us to be okay, and not be sad anymore,” Noelia says.

* * * 
EDUCATION IS VITAL to helping a child avoid following in the 
footsteps of the imprisoned parent. And yet, paradoxically, the parent’s 
imprisonment is the very thing that can make a child’s prospects of attain-
ing education the most difficult. This may be because the remaining parent 
or caregiver cannot afford tuition fees or school supplies and uniforms, 
the children may not be able to safely travel to school, may be misunder-
stood by teachers and bullied by classmates, or they’re struggling so much 
emotionally they can’t focus in class or complete homework assignments.

The emotional struggles often stem from the traumatic event of the 
parents’ arrest. When an arrest takes place in the home, it usually happens 
late at night or in the early morning hours—times when the police are 
most likely to catch the offender. “Arrests, in some contexts, can be quite 
violent with beatings meted out on the offender common. Children who 
have witnessed these things may become withdrawn and exhibit symptoms 
of trauma, including isolation and becoming mute.”31 If the relationship 
between the child and parent is strong before the arrest, it can “make the 
experience of imprisonment initially harder on the child.”32 

These negative emotional responses and regressive behaviors, usually 
too intense for a young child to know how to cope and process, affect all 
aspects of a child’s life, including his or her ability to participate well in 
school. Some will develop temporary school phobias that hinder them from 
attending school. Some respond to their situation with anger or disrup-
tive behaviors, which cause their classmates’ educations to suffer. Teachers 
struggle to balance instructing the class and giving the student the extra 
needed attention. “Children who feel the stress and tension of the situation 
may have problems at school and at home, requiring specialist care as well 
as a whole school policy of inclusion and support.”33



Pictured (right): 
Maria wants to give her children a good life, 
free from hunger, deprivation, and emotional 
pain. But she lacks the means and the op-
portunities to meet their most basic needs. 
Talking about her struggles brings tears to 
her eyes.



Pictured (left): 
At 11 years old, Noelia is no longer a stranger 
to violence. She fears for her life on the dan-
gerous streets of her neighborhood. And eve-
ry time she hears loud noises or police sirens, 
she has flashbacks to the horrible night her 
father was taken away. Noelia wishes she was 
no longer filled with such fear and sadness.
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“
Children of prisoners might  

face bullying from classmates and insensitivity 
from teachers—all linked to the stigma 

of having an imprisoned parent.

The children of prisoners might face bullying from classmates and 
insensitivity from teachers in school, all linked to the stigma of having an 
imprisoned parent. Typically, the insensitivity from teachers is because they 
do not understand what has happened in the child’s life, nor the extent. 

Children of Prisoners Program Response: Education Intervention
 

EDUCATION INTERVENTION THROUGH the Children of Prison-
ers Program first means ensuring children have the access and supple-
mental resources (financial and material) that’s necessary to participate in 
their local school. Most school-age children of prisoners have some level 
of access to school, but it’s a lack of attendance that’s the predominant 
issue, for a variety of reasons. 

Many families with an incarcerated parent, already struggling to afford 
living accommodations and meals, cannot also afford tuition, uniforms, 
and school supplies. High numbers of children are found to be without 
the basic materials and supplies they need to  attend school, which limits 
their ability to participate fully.

The child’s poor school attendance may simply be because he or she 
doesn’t have the proper uniform or supplies. The Children of Prisoners 
Program has found that children who attend school in torn and tattered 
uniforms are commonly among impoverished children of prisoners. Simply 
providing a new uniform for a child can have the significant result of restor-
ing his or her dignity and preventing him or her from further enduring 
the teasing, bullying, and shaming of other students. 

Children living in slum-like conditions, in remote areas, or in poverty-
stricken neighborhoods subject to gang violence, lack safe transportation 
to and from school. “Children in these environments, especially as they 
become older, are at higher risk of sexual abuse, being coerced or pressured 
into gangs, or simply being collateral damage in violent conflicts.”34 In these 
situations, program caseworkers evaluate if the family would benefit from 
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relocating, or if the provision of a bicycle for the child might be a practi-
cal solution. Bicycles can often be a simple solution that can transport the 
child and siblings, and reduce travel time to and from school significantly. 

If the child has fallen behind in their education because they cannot 
afford compulsory uniforms or tuition fees, program staff work with the 
parent or caregiver to accelerate the child’s learning. When truancy is the 
problem, caseworkers help caregivers and the child’s teachers identify the 
cause of school avoidance and provide appropriate solutions. Caregivers 
are coached in ensuring daily school attendance, checking that homework 
is completed, and taking interest in the child’s day at school. 

“
Specialized counseling 

 and a supportive, relationship with 
 an adult can facilitate a child’s 

 emotional healing.

On the occasions when a child’s studies suffer because of emotional 
distress, specialized counseling by a psychological therapist has shown 
to significantly improve the child’s emotional well-being. A supportive, 
healthy relationship with an adult, someone who can acknowledge and 
support the unique nature of the loss and facilitate emotional healing, may 
help improve behavioral outcomes and school performance. 

Program staff work closely and in partnership with the schools to 
ensure each child is progressing from grade to grade within a 12-month 
period, and to ensure the children are warmly received. In general, when 
field teams approach schools and advocate for these children, teachers 
and principals have shown willingness to engage with and support the 
children and their families. 

These and other resources help meet the emotional and educational 
needs of children like Noelia and her brothers by providing practical care 
and specialized assistance.

* * *
NOELIA RECEIVED PSYCHOLOGICAL therapy to support her 
emotional healing. The counseling helped restore her joy and hope for 
the future, and she was able to start focusing on her school work again. 
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Noelia started attending school regularly, excited to be wearing her 
new school uniform, and equipped with all her school supplies. 

Her self-esteem boosted, Noelia enjoyed regularly participating in the 
teen workshops, a Christmas party, the annual Christmas tree illumina-
tion, and other recreational activities hosted by the Children of Prison-
ers Program. 

About a year after Noelia’s enrollment, Maria found full-time work. 
While this meant Noelia wasn’t able to attend the program activities as 
often, the Children of Prisoners Program team continued to monitor the 
family by phone. 

Maria’s income provided for the children’s needs, and Noelia contin-
ued to thrive in her studies. Three years later, Maria proudly and joyfully 
stated the family no longer needed support, and Noelia graduated from 
the Children of Prisoners Program. 

This family experienced a loving and caring community, healing, and 
overcame their poverty. Their lives are forever changed. 
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CHAPTER RECAP

CHAPTER 7 

POOR ACCESS  
TO EDUCATION

ACCESS TO EDUCATION 

• Education is vital to helping a child avoid following in 
the footsteps of their imprisoned parent. 

 
HINDRANCES TO EDUCATION 

• A parent’s imprisonment can hinder a child’s access to 
education.

• While education may be free, many families cannot 
afford mandatory school materials, such as uniforms 
and school supplies.

• Children who live in dangerous neighborhoods or rural 
areas may lack a safe means of transportation to get to 
and from school.

• Children may be bullied by classmates or misunderstood 
by teachers for their association with a criminal, or their 
lack of mandatory school supplies or old uniforms may 
make them a target of ridicule, thus they avoid school 
attendance.

 
INTERVENTION 

• Psychological counseling and a supportive, healthy 
relationship with an adult, such as a program caseworker, 
can facilitate emotional healing, and may help improve 
behavioral outcomes and school performance. 
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CHAPTER 8

what
can we do?

 

Dear children, let us not love with words or  
speech but with actions and in truth. 

1 JOHN 3:18

The children of prisoners in developing countries are suffering under 
an enormous weight and desperately need to know that they and their 
families are not alone or forgotten. They need someone to love them, 
help restore their hope, provide safety, and bring the opportunity to have 
a brighter future. 

And without intervention, these precious—yet often overlooked—
children are in trouble. Their future is bleak as experts say they are up to 
five to seven times more likely to end up in prison themselves. 

BUT PRISON FELLOWSHIP INTERNATIONAL  
AND YOU CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE  

 
It’s time to break the cycle of crime in families and create safer communi-
ties. In 2016, an internal survey was compiled of 40 families and 150 
children across six countries. Their testimonies and interview transcripts 
described the impact they experienced after enrolling in Prison Fellowship 
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International’s Children of Prisoner’s Program. Significantly, the families 
relayed the most valuable impacts of the deliberate intervention into their 
situation provided by the program were those relating to mental, emotional, 
and spiritual well-being—to a new sense of hope and belonging. Their 
spirits are uplifted, fears have been overcome, and they no longer feel 
abandoned, but rather loved and hopeful for their future. “Many of these [at 
risk] children don’t think they are capable of much. We help them realize 
that they are given special gifts from God to benefit their communities, 
and we try to help them develop aspirations for their future.”35

The contrast children experienced between rejection and hopeless-
ness before enrollment, and acceptance and hope after enrollment was 
strong. Simply connecting prisoners with their families can have a signifi-
cant—and powerful—impact on their emotional well-being and future. 
Program caseworkers’ intentional and regular visits were greatly valued by 
the families, as they knew there was someone there to talk to. Addition-
ally, the connection with a local church body provides the family with a 
community that can also show them the love of God through Bible studies, 
classes, worship services, and community events. 

“
Hope for the future

 provides the impetus to persevere. 

Hope for the future provides the impetus to persevere. “We do know, 
however, that strong, close, and supportive relationships provide some of 
the best forms of protection against the risks of having a parent in prison. 
These relationships are not limited to those involving the incarcerated 
parent or the current caregiver; children also benefit from developing 
bonds with adults outside of their home. For many children, support can 
be as simple as acknowledging the unique nature of their loss in a manner 
that accepts rather than stigmatizes.”36

It is incredible that our simple act of answering God’s call to “look 
after orphans and widows in their distress” ( James 1:27, NIV) results in 
drastic reduction of negative consequences. Researchers note that “early 
and targeted intervention with children of imprisoned parents … can 
reduce or mitigate some of these later problems. Early intervention has 
been called ‘an effective use of resources,’ but such interventions should 
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take into account all aspects of the child’s life that are affected by parental 
imprisonment.”37

While these stories are tragic and heartbreaking, they are not 
without hope. Prison Fellowship International’s work and partnership 
with thousands of caring supporters does make a difference. Because of 
the generosity of donors, children like Dany are healthy, happy, safe, and 
well-fed. Because of the love shown to them, children like Daniel and 
Noelia are no longer emotionally imprisoned in depression and anxiety. 
Because they have been seen and tended to, children like Kunda have a 
safe home and are connected with a healthy community. Because God 
works through us, children like Precious and her siblings are reunited 
with their parents. Because children like Dany, Kunda, Daniel, Precious, 
and Noelia are now excelling in their education, they can be prepared for 
a brighter future. 

 
SO, WHAT CAN YOU DO?

THERE ARE MANY ways we can join together and build something 
that has eternal impact on the lives of prisoners, children of prisoners, and 
their families. Here are several of the best ways: 

• Raise awareness. Advocate for restorative justice reforms by 
bringing to light prison conditions and how children can be 
affected, locally and internationally. Don’t allow the crisis to 
remain hidden due to ignorance. 

• Tithe or Give. Contribute to organizations already actively 
working to alleviate the suffering of the children of prison-
ers. If you know a family of a prisoner, consider how you can 
come alongside them, personally, through time and gifts of 
food, clothing, and school supplies. 

• Sponsor. Sponsor a child of a prisoner through Prison Fellow-
ship International. This may be something you can do person-
ally, as a family, as a Sunday school group, as a school class. 
Or, give a one-time, or monthly donation to Prison Fellow-
ship International to further enable them to meet the needs 
of prisoners and their families around the world. To sponsor 
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a child, give a one-time gift, or for more information, go to 
www.pfi.org/ways-to-give/. 

• Pray. Prayer is one of the most important and powerful ways 
we can care for prisoners and their children. Through prayer, 
we can advocate for these precious children’s hearts, physical 
and emotional needs, and futures. Prayer can occur in many 
contexts—individually, with a prayer partner, during family 
devotions, during weekly church prayer meetings, Bible studies, 
and more. 

 
MOVING FORWARD

 
PRISON FELLOWSHIP INTERNATIONAL’S Children of Prison-
ers Program is still in its infancy, and there is much still being evaluated, 
adapted, and implemented to better meet the needs of the children of 
prisoners around the globe. There are many growth opportunities availa-
ble to better serve the children within the countries where the Children 
of Prisoners Program already has a presence, and to expand into more 
developing countries. 

Due to the extent and numerous emotional and physical needs caused 
by a parent’s arrest and imprisonment, creativity and collaboration are 
required to explore each issue in greater depth to identify root causes, then 
develop more targeted programs to prevent and overcome them effectively. 

“
Children should have the  

opportunity to grow up confident  
that they are loved, seen, and 

 not forgotten.

We look forward to the years ahead in anticipation that the founda-
tion laid, the lessons learned, and the partnerships formed will enable the 
Children of Prisoners Program to expand and serve many thousands of 
children of prisoners. 

It is our hope that as the program grows in quality and scale, its work 
will increase the awareness of these children and their families, and provide 
opportunities to improve policy at the national and international levels. 
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HOW CAN WE PRAY FOR CHILDREN OF PRISONERS?

“
Be joyful in hope, patient in 
affliction, faithful in prayer.

—Romans 12:12

SAFETY
Pray for God’s shielding against abuse.
Pray for God’s covering and protection against kidnapping for 
child labor and sex trafficking. 

RESILIENCE
Pray for healthy interactions and family relationships to thrive 
in the midst of adversity. 
Pray for emotional healing. 
Pray for family reconciliation. 

EDUCATION
Pray for school principals and teachers. 
Pray against social prejudice, discrimination, and stigmatization. 

HEALTH
Pray their basic needs are met, and that work for their 
caregiver is found. 
Pray families and children will remain in good health,      

      protected from illness and disease.

WHO ELSE CAN WE PRAY FOR?

Pray for prison officials. 
Pray for law makers. 
Prayer for caseworkers.
Pray for counselors and therapists. 
Pray for ministry leaders, staff, volunteers, and local church. 
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Regardless of where they are raised, or who their parents are, children 
should have the opportunity to grow up confident that they are loved, 
seen, and not forgotten. 

Prison Fellowship International and the Children of Prisoners Program 
is privileged to partner with you to bring this hidden crisis to light, and 
to answer God’s call to love the least of these in His name. 

Because they are no longer hidden, these children have been able 
to change their identity to from “child of a prisoner” to “loved by God.” 

For more information about the Children of Prisoners Program and 
other programs offered to prisoners, ex-prisoners, and their families through 
Prison Fellowship International, visit www.pfi.org. 

“For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty 
and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited 
me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked 
after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’” (Matthew 25:35–36).
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CHAPTER RECAP

CHAPTER 8 

WHAT 
CAN WE DO?

RAISE AWARENESS 

• Advocate for restorative justice reforms by bringing to 
light prison conditions and how children can be affected, 
locally and internationally. 

 
GIVE 

• Contribute to organizations already actively working to 
alleviate the suffering of children of prisoners. 

 
SPONSOR 

• Sponsor a child of a prisoner through Prison Fellow-
ship International. Visit www.pfi.org/ways-to-give for 
more information. 

PRAY 

• Advocate for children of prisoners’ physical and emotional 
needs and futures through prayer.

• Pray for those who come in contact with or have an impact 
on children of prisoners—prison officials, lawmakers, Prison 
Fellowship International staff and caseworkers, counselors, 
therapists, ministers, volunteers, and sponsors—that they would 
positively influence these precious childrens’ lives.





- 131 -

bibliography
 

“11 Facts About Global Poverty.” DoSomething.org | Volunteer   
 for Social Change. 2011. Accessed November 1, 2017. https:// 
 www.dosomething.org/us/facts/11-facts-about-global-poverty. 

“Action Against Hunger.” Action Against Hunger | ACF-USA   
 – Ending World Hunger & Malnutrition. 2017. Accessed  
 November 1, 2017. http://www.actionagainsthunger.org. 

“2016 Annual Report: The Journey.” Annual Report | Prison Fellowship  
 International. June & July, 2017. Accessed November  
 01, 2017. https://pfi.org/who-we-are/annual-report.

Colson, C. (2008). Born again. Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers.

Colson, C. (1996). Loving God. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan.

General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania  
 (2011). The Effects of Parental Incarceration on Children:    
 Needs and Responsive Services. [online] Harrisburg: Joint    
 State Government Commission. Available at: http://jsg. 
 legis.state.pa.us/resources/documents/ 
 ftp/documents/children%20of%20incarcerated 
 %20parents.pdf [Accessed November 1, 2017].

“Highest to Lowest – Prison Population Total.” Highest to    
 Lowest – Prison Population Total | World Prison Brief. Accessed   
 November -7, 2017. http://www.prisonstudies.org/ 
 highest-to-lowest/prison-population-total?field_region_ 
 taxonomy_tid=All

https://www.dosomething.org/us/facts/11-facts-about-global-poverty
https://www.dosomething.org/us/facts/11-facts-about-global-poverty
http://www.actionagainsthunger.org
https://pfi.org/who-we-are/annual-report
http://jsg.legis.state.pa.us/resources/documents/ftp/documents/children%20of%20incarcerated%20parents.pdf
http://jsg.legis.state.pa.us/resources/documents/ftp/documents/children%20of%20incarcerated%20parents.pdf
http://jsg.legis.state.pa.us/resources/documents/ftp/documents/children%20of%20incarcerated%20parents.pdf
http://jsg.legis.state.pa.us/resources/documents/ftp/documents/children%20of%20incarcerated%20parents.pdf
http://www.prisonstudies.org/highest-to-lowest/prison-population-total?field_region_taxonomy_tid=All
http://www.prisonstudies.org/highest-to-lowest/prison-population-total?field_region_taxonomy_tid=All
http://www.prisonstudies.org/highest-to-lowest/prison-population-total?field_region_taxonomy_tid=All


now you see me

- 132 -

Hutchinson, A. (2017). Children of Prisoners Programme:    
 Progress and Pitfalls. Washington, D.C.:| 
 Prison Fellowship International.

Quaker United Nations Office (2007). The impact of  
 parental imprisonment on children. Women in Prison  
 and Children of Imprisoned Mothers Series. [online]    
 Geneva: Quaker United Nations Office. Available at: https:// 
 pdfs.semanticscholar.org/15ac/cb1532489dcd54d4c403d 
 cbc60484ea77216.pdf [Accessed November 1, 2017].

The Annie E. Casey Foundation. A Shared Sentence: The Devastating  
 Toll of Parental Incarceration on Kids, Families and  
 Communities. Baltimore: The Annie E. Casey Foundation,  
 2016. Accessed November 1, 2017. http://www.aecf.org/ 
 resources/a-shared-sentence.

The Pew Charitable Trusts (2010). Collateral Costs: Incarceration’s  
 Effect on Economic Mobility. [online] Washington, D.C.: The Pew   
 Charitable Trusts. Available at: http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/ 
 media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1pdf 
 .pdf [Accessed November 1, 2017].

Tomkin, J. (2009). Orphans of Justice: In search of the best  
 interests of the child when a parent is imprisoned: A Legal  
 Analysis. Human Rights & Refugees Publications. [online]  
 Geneva: Quaker United Nations Office. Available at:   
 http://www.quno.org/sites/default/files/resources/ENGLISH_ 
 Orphans%20of%20Justice.pdf [Accessed November 1, 2017].

Philbrick, K., Ayre, L. and Lynn, H. (2014). Children of Imprisoned  
 Parents: European Perspectives on Good Practice. [online]    
 Paris: EU Fundamental Rights and Citizenship Programme.  
 Available at: http://childrenofprisoners.eu/wp-content/   
 uploads/2016/01/Children-of-Imprisoned-Parents-European- 
 Perspectives-on-Good-Practice.pdf [Accessed November 
 01, 2017].

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/15ac/cb1532489dcd54d4c403dcbc60484ea77216.pdf
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/15ac/cb1532489dcd54d4c403dcbc60484ea77216.pdf
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/15ac/cb1532489dcd54d4c403dcbc60484ea77216.pdf
http://www.aecf.org/resources/a-shared-sentence
http://www.aecf.org/resources/a-shared-sentence
http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1pdf.pdf
http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1pdf.pdf
http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/pcs_assets/2010/collateralcosts1pdf.pdf
http://www.quno.org/sites/default/files/resources/ENGLISH_Orphans%20of%20Justice.pdf
http://www.quno.org/sites/default/files/resources/ENGLISH_Orphans%20of%20Justice.pdf
http://childrenofprisoners.eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Children-of-Imprisoned-Parents-European-Perspectives-on-Good-Practice.pdf
http://childrenofprisoners.eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Children-of-Imprisoned-Parents-European-Perspectives-on-Good-Practice.pdf
http://childrenofprisoners.eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Children-of-Imprisoned-Parents-European-Perspectives-on-Good-Practice.pdf


bibliography

- 133 -

Vigne, N., Davies, E. and Brazzell, D. (2008). Broken Bonds:    
 Understanding and Addressing the Needs of Children with    
 Incarcerated Parents. [online] Washington, D.C.: The Urban   
 
 Institute. Available at: https://www.urban.org/research/ 
 publication/broken-bonds-understanding-and-addressing-needs-  
 children-incarcerated-parents/view/full_report  
 [Accessed November 1, 2017].

Wydick, Bruce. “Want to Change the World? Sponsor a  
 Child.” ChristianityToday.com. June 14, 2013. Accessed  
 November 1, 2017. http://www.christianitytoday.com/ 
 ct/2013/june/want-to-change-world-sponsor-child.html. 

Bruce Wydick, Paul Glewwe, and LaineRutledge, “Does    
 International Child Sponsorship Work? A Six-Country  
 Study of Impacts on Adult Life Outcomes,” Journal of  
 Political Economy 121, no. 2 (April 2013): 393–436.

https://www.urban.org/research/publication/broken-bonds-understanding-and-addressing-needs-children-incarcerated-parents/view/full_report
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/broken-bonds-understanding-and-addressing-needs-children-incarcerated-parents/view/full_report
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/broken-bonds-understanding-and-addressing-needs-children-incarcerated-parents/view/full_report
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2013/june/want-to-change-world-sponsor-child.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2013/june/want-to-change-world-sponsor-child.html




- 135 -

notes
 

 

1. Philbrick, et al, page 2
2. Philbrick, et al, page 160
3. World Prison Brief
4. Annie E. Casey Foundation, page 3
5. The Pew Charitable Trusts, page 21
6. Annie E. Casey Foundation, page 2
7. The Pew Charitable Trusts, page 22
8. DoSomething.com
9. Tomkin, page 50
10. Quaker United Nations Office, page 15
11. General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, page 3
12. The Annie E. Casey Foundation, page 3
13. General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, page 7
14. Colson, page 284
15. Colson, page 324-325
16. Colson, page 24
17. Hutchinson, page 8
18. Ibid, page 4
19. Hutchinson, page 14
20. Ibid, page 2
21. Quaker United Nations Office, page 11
22. Ibid, page 6
23. The Annie E. Casey Foundation, page 2
24. Ibid, page 11
25. Ibid, page 4



now you see me

- 136 -

26. Ibid, page 12
27. General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, page 6
28. Vigne, et al, page 7
29. Tomkin, page 3
30. Hutchinson, page 25
31. Hutchinson page 16
32. Vigne, et al, page 12
33. Philbrick, et al, page 43
34. Hutchinson, page 14
35. Wydick, “Want to Change the World?”
36. Vigne, et al, page i
37. Quaker United Nations Office, page 44





Prison Fellowship International 
affiliate country

Prison Fellowship International’s 
Children of Prisoners Program

Albania  
Angola  
Antigua &   
   Barbuda  
Armenia  
Australia  
Bahamas  
Bangladesh 
Barbados  
Belarus  
Belize  
Benin  
Bermuda  
Bolivia  
Botswana  
Brazil  

British Virgin         
  Islands  
Bulgaria 
Burkina Faso 
Burundi  
Cambodia 
Cameroon  
Canada 
Cayman Islands  
Central African        
Republic     
Chile  
Colombia  
Costa Rica  
Cote d’Ivoire 
Curacao  

Czech Republic 
D.R. Congo 
Dominica  
Ecuador  
El Salvador  
England & Wales  
Estonia  
Ethiopia  
Fiji  
Finland  
The Gambia 
Georgia  
Germany  
Ghana  
Guam  
Guatemala 

Guernsey  
Guinea-Bis-
sau 
Guinea-Con-
akry  
Guyana  
Haiti  
Honduras  
Hungary  
India  
Israel  
Italy  
Jamaica  
Kazakhstan  
Kenya  
Kyrgyzstan  

Prison Ministry  
Around the World Colombia



Latvia  
Lebanon  
Lesotho  
Liberia  
Madagascar  
Malawi  
Malaysia  
Mali  
Malta  
Mauritius  
Mexico  
Moldova  
Mongolia 
Mozambique 
Namibia  
Nepal 

Netherlands  
New Zealand 
Nicaragua  
Niger  
Nigeria  
Northern Ireland  
N. Mariana       
   Islands  
Norway  
Pakistan  
Panama  
Papua New       
    Guinea  
Peru  
Philippines  
Poland  

Portugal  
Puerto Rico 
Russia  
Rwanda 
Saint Vincent &  
   the Grenadines 
Scotland  
Senegal  
Sierra Leone 
Singapore  
Slovakia  
Solomon Islands  
South Africa  
Spain  
Sri Lanka  
Suriname  

Swaziland 
Switzerland  
Togo  
Tonga  
Trinidad &      
   Tobago  
U.S. Virgin Islands  
Uganda  
Ukraine 
United States    
   of America 
Uruguay  
Venezuela  
Zambia  
Zimbabwe

Togo
Rwanda

Zambia
Zimbabwe

India

Nepal
Cambodia







 Rescue 
     a Child 
  of a Prisoner 

through child sponsorship

For just over $1 a day, you can change  
a child of a prisoner’s life forever.



HOW CHILD SPONSORSHIP WORKS
MAKE A ONE-TO-ONE CONNECTION. CHANGE A LIFE.

CASEWORKER ASSIGNMENT
With your support, we pair each child with a dedicated caseworker,  

who regularly visits the child to ensure the provision of  
four essential services.

START RIGHT NOW

Sponsor a child online:
pfi.org/sponsor-a-child

Speak with a child sponsorship  
representative:
1-703-481-0000
Mon-Fri, 9AM–5PM ET

SAFETY 
Monitor each child’s safety  

through home visits, and address  
any issues that threaten safety

GOOD HEALTH 
Provide nutritious food,  
health check ups, and  
urgent medical care

EDUCATION
Assist with school fees, uniforms,

supplies, and monitoring to ensure 
school attendance

SPIRITUAL CARE
Connect with a local church to 

receive spiritual and emotional care
to help heal wounds

$35
/mo
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now you see me
Millions of children around the world are the invisible, innocent victims of a shared 
sentence—they are the children of prisoners. 

Having lost one or both parents to prison, these children in developing countries 
face poverty, illness, and malnutrition. They grieve the loss of a relationship with their 
imprisoned parent and are in danger of slavery, sex trafficking, and violence. Daily, 
they endure the rejection and stigmatization from their extended family, friends, and 
communities. They exist outside of alternate programs or safety nets. 

Now You See Me sheds light on the extent of this hidden crisis worldwide, and shares 
the history of how Prison Fellowship International created the Children of Prisoners 
Program. The only one in the world of its kind, the program’s mission is to rescue, restore, 
and rebuild the lives of innocent children by addressing their emotional, material, and 
spiritual needs. Through testimonies of the children and their families, Prison Fellowship 
International CEO Frank J. Lofaro illustrates the impact of the program in the lives of 
these children, their caregivers, and parents, and how you can join in helping show God’s 
love to these precious little ones.

Frank J. Lofaro is a highly regarded business executive, bringing more 
than 30 years of leadership experience to Prison Fellowship International 
from both the corporate and nonprofit sectors. 

Frank has been involved with Prison Fellowship for more than 20 years. 
In 1993, he joined Prison Fellowship International as executive director, 
and successfully launched new ministry programs that are still used 

worldwide. In 1999, Frank served for four years as Prison Fellowship Ministries (USA) 
senior vice president.  

 After serving as president and CEO of the Christian Leadership Alliance from 2006 to 
2011, Frank returned to Prison Fellowship International in 2012 as COO to oversee all 
aspects of the organization’s planning, development, and operations, and in 2014 he was 
named CEO of Prison Fellowship International.

He and his wife, Ellie, have three children, Paris, Jordan, and Capri. They recently 
welcomed to the family Paris’s husband, James, and Jordan’s wife, Priscilla.
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