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Children of incarcerated parents are at significantly increased risk of
negative long-term outcomes. With about 1% of the adult population
incarcerated, the United States has millions of children at risk for
these negative effects. Although research on children of incarcerated
parents is increasing, it is still unclear whether they are at an additional
risk for poor school performance as a specific resuit of parental
incarceration above that associated with their social and economic
status. This study examined whether a link exists between parental
incarceration and the educational performance of offspring in an
urban, southeastern location. Analyses revealed a trend in lower
annual test scores for children with incarcerated parents when
compared with children in single-parent houssholds of similar
socioeconomic status. Children with incarcerated parents were also
3.7 times more likely to be raised by a caregiver with less than a high
school education. The findings of this study will be useful in helping
schools, communities, and service organizations more accurately
identify high-risk students and formulate effective intervention
programs for these children. This study also demonstrated a
successful cooperation with an established mentoring organization in
order to access a traditionally “invisible” study population. Studying
children of the incarcerated is difficult due to confidentiality and
stigmatization concerns; however, working with a trusted, successful
community organization provided a means to overcoming these
barriers.
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Introduction

Children of incarcerated parents are perhaps the greatest casualty of war in
the War against Drugs over the past two decades. The emphasis placed on
stringent punitive measures had an unanticipated effect. These children are
wulnerable to a number of issues that increase their risk for poor academic
performance, including school mobilty, truancy, and insufficient adult support
They are also believed to be more likely to experience emotional disturbances
and stress responses that impact cognitive development, and ultimately,
school performance.

Prior to this study, litle empirical evidence had been analyzed to understand
the implications of parental incarceration on children, particularly on school
performance. Hence the following two research questions were investigated:
Will children of incarcerated parents show an overal significantly poorer
level of school performance as compared to the comparison group?
What factors present in the lives of chidren with incarcerated parents
(particularly parental incarceration) significantly predict poorer individual
school performance during elementary and middle school years?

Methodology

Accessing children of prisoners for research purposes can be difficult due
to privacy concerns. A number of partnerships with the following key
stakeholders had to be established in order to obtain the necessary data for
this study:

~Community mentoring program, particularly focused on

mentoring children of prisoners

«State education system

“Local nonprofit and for-profit supporters

A study sample was identified through a well-established, local community
organization which had a mentoring program specifically for children of
prisoners (n=79), as well as, a mentoring program for chidren in single
parent households (1=95). This allowed for study of the population of
interest, as well as, access to a very similar group of children (iving in the
same neighborhoods and attending the same schools) for comparative
analyses. Although achieving ideal participation was still a challenge, some
families were more open to participation due to the relationship of trust
previously established with the community organization.

A cross-sectional survey collecting the following information, as well as,
consent to access school records, was administered:  race/ethnicity,
gender, school mobility, extracurricular activity, events of parental
incarceration, single-parent household status, number of household moves,
number of primary caregivers, relation of child to caregiver, primary
caregiver education, number of other adults living in household, annual
household income, access to medical care, counseling services received,
prior residence with incarcerated parent, and age during parents
incarceration. In return for a completed survey and consent form, each
child received a stuffed backpack donated by Office Depot.

Annual test scores for each participant was obtained from the Tennessee
Department of Education.

Data Analys

Research Question 1: Independent samples t-tests of annual test scores
between participants experiencing and not experiencing parental
incarceration were conducted. Pearson's Chi-squares and odds ratios
assessed the independent variables among the two groups.

Research Question 2:  Chi-square analyses of independent variables and
annual test scores began the process of determining factors predicting
school performance.  Linear regressions using remaining variables
produced a final model predicting school performance.

Resuts

Research Question 1

Due to a large proportion of the comparison group reporting parental
incarceration, the total sample was reorganized as “Ever” versus “Never"
experiencing parental incarceration

A trend in poorer TCAP performance among chidren that experienced
parental incarceration was observed when compared to a similar “at-risk”
group.

Table 1
Hests of Summed TCAP Scores by Experience of Parental Incarceration
Parental Incarceration

Year of Testing Status size(n) M
07-08 Scores 0821 0414
o ores ; 4177 0243
05-06 Scores 2085 0042

- ; - 1
0304 Scores o6 1452 0154

02-03 Scores 1891 007

2x2 tables revealed the significant associations between the study group
and the following independent variables

~Number of caregiver changes (p = 0.000, OR = 0.108)

~Caregiver education level (p = 0.001, OR = 3.683)

Table 2
252 Tables of Independent Variables by Experience of Parental Incarceration
Variables N__ X" Fishers Exact Test' _Odds Rafio'
income 252 0701 1200
Racelethnicity 0.195 0511
School mobilty
Actiities
#of caregivers
Relation to caregiver
Overall caregiver

cation
Counseling received
Medical caro
Single-parent household
nder
Household moves
#aduls in household 150
Caregiver education 148 11319 001 3683

Research Question

Chi-sauare analyses were conducted using all the variables o begin the
process of discerning which factors could potentially predict test
performance in this population, resulting in the following eight factors:  race
gender, school mobility, caregiver education, income, access to medical
care, parental incarceration, and mobilty among households

Linear regression analyses were conducted using the remaining eight
variables to develop a model of factors present in the lives of children of
incarcerated parents which may predict performance on the annual
examinations, which are called the Tennessee Comprehensive Achievement
Program (TCAP):

The most parsimonious model explained 25% to 31% of the variance in
TCAP scores and was significant in all years tested. It is represented as
follows:

TCAP Level of Proficiency = 0.37(Income) ~ 0.32(School Mobility) = 0.19
(Caregiver Education)




