
Patricia Caruso and Beth Arnovitz 
Co-Chairs, MPRI Children and Families Committee 
Michigan Department of Corrections 
 
August 8, 2008 
 
Dear Ms. Caruso and Ms. Arnovitz, 
 
 The undersigned are a subgroup of the State Working Group on Re-entry, a group 
of state, private, and non-profit actors who meet regularly to examine policies related to 
the re-entry of ex-offenders into our communities.  We are particularly interested in the 
ability of ex-offenders to maintain strong family connections while they are in custody 
and to re-establish positive, meaningful family relationships when they are released.  
Where possible, we would like to encourage MDOC to facilitate the reunification of 
families of incarcerated and previously incarcerated persons.  We believe that MDOC can 
have a positive impact on the lives of offenders and their families, both during and after 
incarceration.   
 
 We understand the difficulty of this task.  For example, as an initial matter, little 
is known about the number of children affected by the incarceration of a caregiver or 
parent in Michigan.  Even if full information were available for the biological children of 
inmates, this data would overlook important familial relationships, such as step-parents or 
aunts and uncles.  As an initial matter, perhaps MDOC could start gathering such 
information by including more questions about family and extended family during the 
initial intake and assessment of inmates.   
 

Further, MDOC alone cannot tackle this issue.  It will take the efforts of other 
state and community partners to address the significant and unique needs of the children 
and families of inmates, before, during and after the incarceration of their loved ones.1   
 
 A long-term and concerted effort to address the impact that the criminal justice 
system has on families would encompass all stages of the criminal justice process – from 
arrest, adjudication, imprisonment and re-entry.2  For example, Michigan could look to 
efforts by other states to lessen the effect on a child of the arrest of a parent in her 
presence.  These changes could be made on a statewide level, or through training and 
education within individual police departments.  Information about family relationships 
and perhaps an assessment of the need for reunification efforts could be made at the 
presentence report stage. Likewise, the interests of minor children could be considered at 
sentencing through the use of a family impact statement.    
                                                 
1 See, for example, Susan D. Phillips and James P. Gleason, What we Know Now that we Didn’t Know 
Then about the Criminal Justice System’s Involvement in Families with whom Child Welfare Agencies have 
Contact, Children, Families and the Criminal Justice System (Center for Social Policy and Research, Jane 
Addams School of Social Work, University of Illinois at Chicago) (July 2007).  Attached at Tab 1. 
Findings from a Landmark National Study 
2 For an example of a report addressing these stages, see Children of Incarcerated Parents Project, Report 
to the Oregon Legislature on Senate Bill 133 (December 2002) (prepared by a workgroup of interested 
state and private parties).  Attached at Tab 2. 
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 We recognize that some of these changes fall outside MDOC’s purview, as they 
affect actions taken before MDOC becomes involves.  However, we believe that MDOC 
is well-situated to improve and strengthen the families of incarcerated and formerly 
incarcerated persons through MPRI and other policy initiatives, during both the pre- and 
post-release.  We applaud your current efforts at evaluating policies with an eye towards 
strengthening family relationships.   
 
 During incarceration, a few measures could be taken to reduce barriers to family 
cohesion and improve family reunification.   
 

Regular contact with family members is crucial to helping keep families together.  
Family visitation at MDOC facilities is an essential component of this contact.  We 
understand that there are significant, and potentially competing, demands, such as 
staffing and security to name only two.  Yet we believe that improved access to family 
and positive interactions during visitation are a feasible and important component of 
family re-unification efforts, and that some changes can be made consistent with 
MDOC’s other obligations.  We would encourage MDOC to review its visiting policies 
and facilities (with stakeholder input) for their impact on families’ ability to visit.  For 
example, do visiting rooms at each facility have adequate books and toys for children and 
games that families can play together while a family visit is occurring?   To the extent 
that overcrowding has affected visiting facilities, could additional visiting spaces be 
created or could previously used visiting spaces, indoors or out-of-doors, be reclaimed?  
Could the previous policy, allowing up to 20 photographs to be brought into the visiting 
room, be re-instated consistent with security and staffing needs?  Could visitation hours 
on state holidays be restored, so that family members who work can more easily visit 
their loved ones and celebrate holidays together?  Could MDOC re-examine its visitor list 
policy to make sure that other non-immediate family members, such as minor nieces and 
nephews, have the chance to visit or enable to inmate’s brothers and sisters to visit?  We 
know that visitation is a complex and multi-faceted topic.  We are confident, however, 
that MDOC can and will develop creative solutions to improve visitation, while meeting 
its other duties.  To the extent that we can be part of those solutions, we are ready to help.   

 
Improving visitation could also mean including family members and children, 

when appropriate, in facility-sponsored programming before and during visitation.  For 
example, on group member mentioned a program from decades ago, Sesame Street Goes 
to Prison.  Of course, any programming for children would require the consent of the 
custodial parent or guardian. 

 
  In addition, some have also suggested that video technology, available in most 

MDOC facilities, could in the future be used in appropriate situations for family 
visitation, when the inmate is housed at a significant distance from his family.   
 

Independent of other efforts, we would encourage MDOC facilities to make 
available to all prisoners the opportunity to participate in “Words Travel.”  This very 
simple, low budget program allows prisoners to be taped reading children’s stories.  The 
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book and the tape are then sent to the prisoner’s children, allowing the kids to read along 
as they listen to their parent reading to them.  The program acts to create contact between 
parents and children and reassure children that their parents love them, as well as 
enhancing literacy for prisoners and kids.  In fact, financial sponsorship may be available 
from literacy councils; and we believe that book donations could also be readily obtained 
from publishers and civic groups. This program, which has been offered nationally and at 
some Michigan prisons, is a relatively simple step that is very meaningful to prisoners 
and their families.   

 
We want to applaud the significant step that MDOC has taken by decreasing 

phone charges, which will allow telephone contact with family members to be more 
frequent and affordable.  Phone contact is critically important for family connectedness.  
We note that other phone policies might be examined – for example, could phone calls be 
lengthened to 20 minutes, like attorney calls, and still allow access to the phones to every 
inmate who wants it?  Could all MDOC facilities have at least some phones placed 
indoors, to extend the hours that they can be used and, generally, encourage inmates to 
contact their family?  
 

In addition to policies related to contact with family, during incarceration inmates 
need support and education to help them learn to maximize their potential as parents 
and caretakers.  We encourage MDOC to make consistently available to male and female 
inmates who wish to participate, meaningful parenting education classes based in sound 
methodologies and research.  These classes should be run by trained facilitators and 
should be relevant to prisoners’ current circumstances and life experiences to ensure that 
the program is delivered in a manner that maximizes participation.  We would encourage 
these classes not be limited to those persons who are close to parole, as the information 
would also be beneficial to those attempting to maintain a parental relationship while 
incarcerated.  In addition, counseling between the family and the prisoner would be 
beneficial.  Perhaps one MDOC staff person at a facility, ideally a social worker, could be 
the coordinator for family-related services and concerns to make these and other steps 
more effective and efficient. An increase in the number of social workers at MDOC 
facilities would be an important step towards making this type of support available.  Of 
course, we understand that education and support during incarceration is not without 
financial cost.  We are confident in MDOC’s ability to develop the most effective 
supports that it can given these constraints. 
 

A few states who have examined this issue have already identified these steps and 
others as ways to facilitate continued family contact.  For example, the workgroup report 
prepared for the Oregon legislature highlighted many of these (and other) ways to 
strengthen families in which one family member is incarcerated or being released from 
incarceration.3  

                                                 
3 Children of Incarcerated Parents Project, Report to the Oregon Legislature on Senate Bill 133, p.15-21 
(December 2002) (prepared by a workgroup of interested state and private parties).  Attached at Tab 2.  See 
also Arizona Children of Incarcerated Parents Bill of Rights Project Report and Recommendations 2007, 
available at:   
http://www.thepartnership.us/_System/Lib/Transfer/Download/Final%20CIP%20BOR%20report.pdf; 
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 In preparing for and reintegrating prisoners back into the community, it is critical 
to include the interests of families and children in planning for release.  This planning 
should occur as early as possible.  While we understand that the two months allocated 
under MPRI is what is, at present, feasible, many obstacles to productive family re-
unification will take a longer period of time to address.   
 

In addition, following on the model of Kent County, a family advocate could be 
assigned when children are involved.  In the Kent County pilot program, an advocate 
provides orientation sessions and family support groups, and helps to connect families to 
services.   At least some families may require consistent programming that allows for 
counseling of the prisoner and family each separately, then together, in order to identify 
and address key potential stumbling blocks. 
 
 Some current parole policies hinder family re-unification and contact.  For 
example, for some offenses, the parole board seems to impose blanket rules against 
contact with children, including the inmate’s own children.  In at least some cases, these 
ex-offenders had significant and positive contact with their children while incarcerated.  
The parole policies also prohibit individuals from marrying or having a romantic 
relationship with a person who has custody of children, which means parolees may be 
barred from maintaining contact with a partner.  In addition, the restrictions prevent 
parolees from living with adult family members, if those family members have children, 
and can also severely limit – as a practical matter – how much a parolee sees those other 
adults.  While such restrictions may be appropriate in some cases, they should not be 
imposed under a one-size-fits-all policy, since such restrictions can undermine family re-
unification for offenders who do not present a risk to children, as well as limiting their 
ability to find employment and stable housing.  These decisions should be made carefully 
on a case-by-case basis and, when necessary for public safety, implemented in the least 
restrictive way possible given the individual circumstances of the offender.  Consistent 
with the safety of ex-offender’s children and their family’s children, the parole board 
should seek to encourage re-unification of as many families as possible, and not unduly 
restrict contact with family members. 
  
 We also encourage MDOC to be aware of the effect that other programs may have 
on family and reunification.  For example, some researchers have suggested that 
mentoring programs may have a detrimental impact on family cohesion and strength.  
While we do not specifically take a position on mentoring programs, we encourage 
MDOC to use the most recent available research about the impact of its programmatic 
choices and to implement policies that advance family reunification. 
 
 Thank you for allowing us to contribute to the dialogue on how to best advance 
the family re-unification of offenders and their loved ones.  We look forward to further 
discussions and are willing to help in any way possible.  

                                                                                                                                                 
Children of Incarcerated Parents, California Research Bureau (CRB Note Vol. 7, No 2, March 2000) (a 
113-page report), available at http://www.library.ca.gov/crb/00/notes/V7N2.pdf       
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Sincerely, 
 
State Working Group on Re-entry, Subcommittee on Family Law Issues 
 
 
 
Subcommittee Members (organizations are listed for identification only): 
Barb Bruner, NWI/ARRO 
Shauna Dunnings, Friend of the Court 
Barry Kaufman, Clinton, Eaton, & Ingham Counties Community Mental Health 
Will Konyndyk, Hope Network 
Barbara Levine, CAPPS 
Nancy Oliver, Capitol Area MPRI 
Kathleen Schaefer, Professional Probation and Parole Consulting 
Terri Stangl, Center for Civil Justice 
Kimberly Thomas, University of Michigan Law School 
Maxine Thome, National Association of Social Workers - Michigan 
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