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The following is a speech given by Ann L. Jacobs, Executive Director of the Women's
Prison Association, at The Annie E. Casey Foundation, Family to Family Initiative
Conference, in Baltimore, Maryland in October, 1995. Through the Family to Family
Initiative (F2F), five states* are reforming their child welfare systems to achieve the
following outcomes:

• a reduction in the number of children served in institutional and congregate care;

• a shift of resources from congregate and institutional care to family foster care
and family-centered services across all child and family-serving systems;

• a decrease in the lengths of stay in out-of-home placement;

• an increase in the number of planned reunifications;

• a decrease in the number of unplanned re-entries into care;

• a decrease in the number of placement disruptions; and

• a reduction in the total number of children served away from their own families.

As a result of the reform, The Annie E. Casey Foundation and these five states envision
that family foster care services would become a neighborhood resource for children and
families, investing in the capacity of communities from which the children are currently
coming into care.

The Women's Prison Association is a 150 year old, not-for-profit organization in New
York City that works to create opportunities for change in the lives of women prisoners,
ex-prisoners, and their families. WPA provides programs through which women acquire
life skills needed to end involvement in the criminal justice system and to make positive,
healthy choices for themselves and their families.

WPA maintains a tradition of public information and advocacy designed to ameliorate jail
and prison conditions for women. WPA also strives to increase public awareness of and
support for effective, community-based responses to crime. For the past two years, the
Women's Prison Association has provided technical assistance to F2F to identify how
current criminal justice policy and practice impact the child welfare system and to
propose how the F2F states might work more effectively with children of incarcerated
parents.

*The five states are Alabama, Maryland, New Mexico, Ohio, and Pennsylvania.
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INTRODUCTION

I am very pleased to have been invited to this conference and am especially excited
about the work that Family to Family (F2F) is doing. You bring vision, commitment,
and energy to the F2F Initiative. I am moved and exhilarated by the spirit that you
manifest. This conference is an enlivening place to be, in part, I suspect, because
you know you are in the business of creating possibilities, and because of your
relationships with each other.

At the same time, I am having a hard time recovering from the speech we heard
earlier about how proposed federal legislation will affect poor people and, in
particular, child welfare. The prospects we face are, in many ways, dismal. It is
hard at any time to stand for generative systems change; this is especially true as
our world is being so radically redefined—in Washington, at the statehouse, and in
our localities.

Yet, it is particularly in difficult times that values-based, generative leadership is so
crucial. So, while it occurs to me that it might be unreasonable for me to be
speaking to you about taking on any more work—in this case, special efforts to
address the issues facing children of incarcerated parents—my appeal to you is
grounded in my experience that when you want something done, you ask busy
people. You are also people who have a vision of what is possible for our families,
and have already demonstrated tremendous resourcefulness and resilience.

The Women's Prison Association offers you experience which can help you better
pursue the commitments you have already made through F2F. In truth, you are
already dealing with the children of incarcerated parents. Until they are recognized
and dealt with directly, they may remain hidden, but they exact a toll on the systems
that you seek to improve, and immeasurable harm is done to the children.

So, my job tonight is to describe what is currently happening to children of
incarcerated parents; how we might work more effectively with these children and
families; and to suggest some strategies for taking this on. It is my hope that some
of you will want to invest some special attention in better bridging the child welfare
and criminal justice systems, and that you will invite us in to help.

WHY SHOULD WE BE CONCERNED?

Nationally, on any one day, there are approximately 1.5 million children with a parent
behind bars. An estimated 10 million more children have parents who have been
imprisoned at some point during the children's lives. The trends are alarming. One
out of three black men is under correctional supervision. The number of imprisoned
women is sharply increasing, six fold in the last 15 years! This increase is due, in
large part, to an increase in persons convicted and locked up for drug-related
crimes. In fact, 80% of the women have substance abuse problems.

Seventy-five percent of the women in prison are mothers, typically of 2 to 3 children.
Approximately 67% of the mothers were the primary caregiver of at least one child
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