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ABSTRACT

“Children of Promise”

Being a Teen with a Mother in Prison and Sharing the Experience with Peers

Kathy Boudin

This qualitative study examined the meanings that eight young adults constructed
relating to having a mother in prison during their high school years. Their mothers were
all incarcerated in a maximum security prison in the northeastern region of the United
States. The teens were involved in a program in which they spent time with their own
mothers and with their peers and their mothers in a special visiting area at the prison.
They also spent time with one another in a monthly discussion group and in chaperoned
activities outside of the prison.

The following areas of meaning were examined: (1) challenges of being a teen
with an incarcerated mother and ways of coping; (2) relationships with their mothers;
(3) relationships with their peers with incarcerated mothers; (4) relationships and shared
experience with the other teens and their mothers in the prison visiting center. The 18-22
year old participants included four men and four women, five of whom were African
American, two Latinos, and one White.

A case study strategy used multiple methods including: in-depth interviews; a
focus group with the youth; archival data analysis; and the researcher’s experience as a

participant.
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Themes were examined and developed through the lenses of the social
construction of motherhood, adolescent development theory, and the concept of space.

Contrary to dominant existing representations of teens with incarcerated mothers
as victims or potential criminals, these teens were actively engaged in constructing their
lives, exhibiting agency, and choosing positive life directions. Despite complex feelings
generated by the mothers’ incarceration, all of the teens had intimate relationships with
their mothers who provided critical support. Although some literature documents
negative peer pressure among youth at risk, these teens found relief from stigma and
positive growth experiences with their peers. The relationships with the group of teens
and their mothers provided a process of normalization, and the shared physical space
enabled them to create a new extended family and positive cultural space with new
traditions. The research suggests the value of creating conditions to support
relationships between adolescents and their incarcerated mothers and among the teens

themselves.
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Chapter 1

RATIONALE

Introduction

They said, “you have a blue guitar,
You do not play things as they are.”
The man replied, “Things as they are
Are changed upon the blue guitar.”
A tune beyond us, yet ourselves,

A tune upon the blue guitar

Of things exactly as they are”

Wallace Stevens’s “Man with the Blue Guitar (Stevens, 1990, p. 165)i

The youth whose lives are explored in this study have heard gunshots at night and
been to funerals of friends; they have watched one after another of their neighbors drop
out of high school and they’ve crossed through groups of people selling drugs to get into
their homes; they’ve celebrated sweet sixteen parties in style and been to their senior
proms in stretch limousines; held a job in a high class securities office; dropped out of
high school and returned and gone on to college; giggled; laughed; been in fashion and
modeling contests; graduated from college and entered graduate school; held a job; lived
alone in an apartment by the age of 20. They did all of this while visiting their mothers in
prison. They are not simply victims flattened by circumstances, even though the system
defined by race, class and gender, has created victims. They are works in progress

actively composing their lives with the lot they’ve been given.
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This research was a retrospective study with eight young adults, aged 19 to 22,
each of whom looked back at their high school years at the experience of having an
incarcerated mother. All of their mothers are still incarcerated except for one. At the time
of the study, participants had been separated from their mothers for a minimum of 8 years
and a maximum of 19 years. All of their mothers have long sentences lasting for a
minimum of 12 years to a maximum of 25 years to life.

The researcher entered their lives with a particular focus--the search for the
meaning for these teens of having a mother in prison. The study focused on (1) the
challenges the teens faced related to having an incarcerated mother; (2) the teens’
relationships with their mothers; (3) their relationships with one another in an adolescent
peer program for teens with mothers in prison; and (4) the meanings of spending time
with the other teens and their mothers in the special visiting space for mothers and
children. The mothers were all incarcerated in a particular women’s prison, Northrop
Correctional Facility (Northrop C.F.), a maximum security women for women located an
hour from a major city in the northeastern section of the United States, and the teens
participated with their mothers in a program called Dynamic Youth.

Although the research focused on only one aspect of their lives--the experience of
having an incarcerated mother--the hope was that full complex people would emerge
from the data. The voices of the teens gave us a view of who they were becoming and the
steps they were making toward claiming adult identities. Their stories revealed the
obstacles they faced, their struggles to succeed, their experiences of success and defeat,
and their resistance to failure. The research examined the complicated relationships that

they were building and navigating with their mothers and caregivers. The study looked at
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the challenges that they named as a result of their mothers being incarcerated, and how
their peers became a source of support. The study examined the meanings for the teens of
spending time with all of the other teens and their mothers in the children’s center, the
special visiting area for mothers and children. At the same time, each of the teens defined
him or herself larger than just those issues related to the incarceration of their mothers.
They are the source of their own invention, active in defining the realities that they live.

To borrow a phrase from a book title, they are composing their lives (Bateson, 1989).

Role of the Researcher

The researcher was a participant closely involved in the activities and experience
investigated in the study. She was:

e incarcerated for 22 years, in the prison that is the context for this study;

e a mother of a teenage son during those years, however her son did not
participate in the program that is the context for the study;

o facilitator of the program that is the context of this study and of the teen
rap group

e teacher of a parenting class for mothers of adolescents and facilitator of

the teen discussion ‘rap” group;

friend and colleague with the mothers of the teens who are participants in
the study;

There are strengths and limitations to the researcher’s own history as it relates to
the research. Personal knowledge and experience offers the strength of insights and

understanding; at the same time, subjective experience is particularly strong in areas
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including researcher’s identity and position in relation to the participants in the study;
cultural issues; values and beliefs; and ethical issues including loyalties and
responsibilities to the community. The researcher relied on strong reflexivity throughout
the research process in order to understand how the researcher’s subjectivities could

affect the process of design, data collection, analysis, findings, and representation.
Background

The eight youths in this study are only a tiny portion of the millions of children
who have faced the challenges of having an incarcerated parent. Two million four
hundred thousand American children have a mother or father currently in jail or prison,
50 percent more than a decade ago. Ten million children have had a mother or father in
jail in their lifetime. More than 2.1 million United States citizens are currently in prison
(Bemstein, 2005). The expansion of the penal system over the past three decades has
become what one researcher named a situation of “mass incarceration” (Mauer &
Chesney-Lind, 2002).

Race and ethnicity are a defining aspect of mass incarceration. In New York State
Blacks and Hispanics make up over 80 percent of the entire prison population (New York
State Department of Correctional Services, 1999). Nationally, 50 percent of all inmates in
U.S. prisons are African American, and 17% are Hispanic (Beck, 2000) This contrasts
with the fact that African Americans make up 12.3 percent of the U.S. population and
Hispanics are 12.8 percent (United States Census Bureau, 2000). Of the total population

of minor-age children in the United States, nearly 7 percent of African American, 3
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percent of Hispanic, and 1 percent of White children have a parent in prison (Mumola
2000).

Women make up the fastest growing segment of the prison population. Since
1980, both in New York State and nationally, the number of women imprisoned in the
United States has increased at nearly double the rate for men (Beck, 2000). Because the
overwhelming majority of state prisoners are men, incarcerated parents are
predominantly fathers (93 percent) compared with mothers (7.4 percent) (Mumola,
2000). However, the number of incarcerated mothers has dramatically increased in the
past decade as the numbers of women who are incarcerated has increased (Mumola,
2000). In New York State, approximately 75 percent of the women in prison are mothers
(Osborne Association, 1993).

While an estimated 40 percent of the children of incarcerated parents are between
the ages of 10 and 17 (Mumola, 2000), few studies have been conducted with samples
from this population, and those have focused on the problems rather than the strengths of
these youth (Eddy & Reid, 2003).

The present research is a retrospective study, interviewing young adults looking
back at their high school years when they participated in a teen program called Dynamic
Youth with other teens whose mothers were incarcerated. They were among the first
participants in Dynamic Youth, a program initiated by their own mothers in the prison,
and then facilitated by a team of adults including the paid and volunteer staff of the
mother and child programs, along with inmates whose prison job included Dynamic
Youth. The teens spent time together each month, both outside the prison in activities

with one another with adult chaperones, and in a discussion “rap” group inside the prison
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facilitated by women who were in prison, before visiting with their mothers; they also
visited their mothers all together for two days a month, sharing time, space and activities
with their own mothers and their peers and their mothers. In addition to the Dynamic
Youth visits, the teens also visited their mothers individually when their schedules and

transportation made it possible to do so.

Significance of the Study

The teens whose lives were explored in the study were in many ways not that
different from other adolescents who grew up in their neighborhoods. They faced the
challenges of violence in the neighborhood and at home: drugs; high schools with large
numbers of drop-outs; poverty; and negative stereotypes. The distinguishing factors for
the teens in the study were: (1) having an incarcerated mother and (2) having participated
in a program with other teens and their incarcerated mother, specifically designed to give
the teens the opportunity to support each other, to develop their potential, and to bond

with their mothers.

Bringing Children of Incarcerated Parents into the Forefront

The children of incarcerated parents have been largely overlooked as well as
harmed as the incarceration numbers and rate have grown inside the United States.
Bernstein (2005, p. 4) writes “Despite their numbers, the children of prisoners have so far
remained largely invisible.” Reed and Reed (2004, p. 270) write, “U.S. policy makers,
legislators, and children’s advocates know virtually nothing about the approximately 10
million children under the age of 18 whose parents are or have been under some type of

criminal justice system control.” Eddy and Reid (2003) write, “Despite the statistics, the
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children of incarcerated parents historically have been an invisible population, most
likely because the judicial and adult corrections systems have frequently viewed inmates
as neither deserving of nor desiring contact with their children” (p. 233). These last
authors add that very few studies have been done on adolescents with incarcerated
parents. This present study focused on the experience of adolescents with incarcerated
mothers in order to contribute to making visible the lives and needs of these young
people.
The Effort to Create Positive Identities

The study may add to understandings of youth of éolor, poverty, or both, and their
efforts to construct positive identities and relationships when faced with enormous
challenges. The research may contribute to understandings of the ways that the youth
build relationships and create new families, communities of support, and positive culture
in order to survive. It will add to the body of documented experience of youth supporting
youth and the potential role of adults in creating opportunities for youth to support one
another. It demonstrates the potential benefit of a prison context that supports
relationships between incarcerated mothers and their children.
Alternatives to a Deficit Model

Adolescents with incarcerated mothers frequently share with other youth from
their neighborhoods (who may not have incarcerated parents) many of the same negative
representations. These representations derive from race, class, and/or gender stereotypes
of adolescents from under-resourced neighborhoods: They are often defined as “victims”
or “children at risk” or “high risk” and are described as likely to be part of

intergenerational crime and incarceration (Reed & Reed, 2004). The representations
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involve categories of deficit models at best, and, at worst, stereotypes such as potential
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“thugs,” “crack addicts,” “welfare mothers” “school drop outs” or “prostitutes.”
(Leadbeater & Way, 1996b; Weis & Fine, 2000a). Wallace Stevens’s words from his
poem ‘Man with the Blue Guitar are appropriate:

Throw away the lights, the definitions.

And say of what you see in the dark

That it is this or that it is that,

But do not use the rotted names (Stevens, 1990, p. 183).

Through providing a portrait of eight young adults who are looking back at their
lives as teens, this study may contribute to a new understanding in the public discourse
about youth who are often defined by “stereotypes of despair” (Leadbeater & Way,
1996b, p. 5). The study can also affect how we think about the incarcerated mothers
themselves. The stories of the young people may help them as well as their mothers
emerge as full human beings whose needs can be met in far more effective ways than
present policies do.

Criminal Justice Policies Regarding Children with Incarcerated Mothers

This study can contribute to conversations about the role of incarcerated mothers
in their children’s lives. A significance of the study lies in seeing through the eyes of
teens with mothers in prison. By hearing their own voices and reflections, we have the
opportunity to learn about them, their relationships with their mothers, and what helped
each of them cope with having an incarcerated mother. This study can also help policy

makers and administrators in the areas of criminal justice rethink current policies and

programs so that the lives of youth with incarcerated parents can be improved.
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Contributions to Qualitative Research Methodology

This research can contribute to the recorded body of experience of the type of
research that values the knowledge of those who have been marginalized. Often just
objects for studies by others, here the young adults are actively contributing to knowledge
about a social situation of major proportions and crisis within our society.
Possible Contributions to Literature in the Field

This study may contribute to the literature in the following areas: adolescent
development; psychology of motherhood; the concepts of space through physical,
psychological, interpersonal, cultural, and symbolic lenses; and criminal justice policy
relating to families and children.
Adolescent Development

This study may contribute to any one of several areas in the literature of
adolescent development including conceptions of adolescence, relationships among
peers, mother-adolescent relationships, and identity development. In the past, normative
standards for adolescent development were derived from studies of white middle class
youth (Erikson, 1968; Ladner, 1971; Leadbeater & Way, 1996b; Osborne Association,
1993). Recently, many of the studies of adolescent development such as the early work of
Joyce Ladner (1971), and more recent work by Janie Victoria Ward (1996), Patricia Hill
Collins (P. H. Collins, 1991), Burton, Allison and Obeidallah (1995) have clarified that
adolescent development must be studied in specific contexts, and that many Black and
Latino/a, working class and poor youth go through this transitional period of life under
specific conditions. The definition of adolescence has shifted due to social and societal

changes and some youth may not experience adolescence at all if it is defined as a safe
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transitional space between childhood and adulthood (Cauce, Stewart, Rodriguez,
Cochran, & Ginzler, 2003). Adolescence has been defined as an ambiguous
developmental stage for some inner-city African-American teens (Burton et al., 1995).
Studies must understand what is unique in the conditions with which the teens coped with
and how the process of developing a sense of self and relationships was tied to the
conditions in which they lived. The present research can add to understandings of
adolescent development of Black and Latino/a and or working class and poor youth.
Adolescents, especially those from under-resourced neighborhoods, are portrayed
as being negative influences on each other (Cauce et al., 2003; Dishion, McCord, &
Poulin, 1999; Luthar, 1999; Tierney & Colyar, 2005). The terms “peer pressure” and the
“negative peer pressure” contribute to the pathologizing of youth, especially adolescents
from poor neighborhoods. Although there are countless anecdotal accounts of the positive
role of peers with one another through community youth organizations, there are few
research studies with randomized assignment procedure (Cauce et al., 2003). A subset in
the literature about peers supporting peers is that of situations in which adults help to
construct the experiences and/or programs (Sokatch, 2005; Tierney & Colyar, 2005).
This research, which explores the experiences of peers of incarcerated mothers who
support one another and who participate in a program designed and facilitated by adults,
may add to the literature on adolescent development and peers’ influence on one another.
The research examines the particular kind of adolescent-mother relationship that
the young adults retrospectively describe, the meaning of those relationships to them, and
how they develop the relationships under the unique circumstances of incarceration. The

research may contribute to the literature that sees developmental processes as defined by
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socio-cultural factors (Bronfenbrenner, 1988; Burton et al., 1995; Garcia Coll et al.,
1996) and add understandings about a particular group of youth and their mothers.

This research may contribute to the identity literature specifically pertaining to
adolescents. For many years, identity during adolescence was explored with the emphasis
on separateness and autonomy; connectedness was minimized (Erikson, 1968; Franz,
Cole, Crosby, & Stewart, 1994; Leadbeater & Way, 1996b; Stewart, 1994; Way, 2001).
However, during the past two and a half decades, studies especially of girls and women,
have moved beyond the sole emphasis on separation, and focused on the role of
relationships and connectedness (Franz et al., 1994; Gilligan, 1982; Leadbeater & Way,
1996b; Miller & Stiver, 1997). This research emphasizes the role that relationships with
peers, parents and family, and community play in the lives of adolescents. The research
draws from the work of Franz et al. who wrote, “Thus individuation/agency and
connectedness/communion are not dichotomous constructs; instead lives are seen in the
complex interplay of both ....” (1994, p. 328).

Psychology of Motherhood

This study may contribute to the literature on the psychology of motherhood.
Motherhood is often projected as having universal characteristics such as taking place in
the context of a heterosexual nuclear family with the man as the primary breadwinner,
and as having an idealized image (Glenn, 1994). However, through a long history of
social struggles accompanied by intellectual contributions, it is clear that motherhood,
like other institutions and relationships, is a socially constructed reality in which both
social conditions and agency contribute to its particular development (Glenn, 1994). The

literature on the psychology of motherhood reveals the struggles over who defines it and
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how it is defined. While feminists challenged patriarchal definitions of the psychology of
motherhood (Rich, 1976), women of color challenged white feminist constructions of the
psychology of motherhood (P. H. Collins, 1991, 1994; Glenn, 1994). The studies of
mothers who are as diverse as teen mothers, lesbian mothers, homeless mothers, and
immigrant mothers have contributed to the literature on the psychology of motherhood
(Garcia Coll, Surry, & Weingarten, 1998b). Documentation exists about the psychology
of mothers in prison that contributes to the diversity of understandings about motherhood,
while looking at commonalities as well, a direction urged by Patricia Hill Collins
(Baunach, 1985; K. Boudin & Greco, 1993; Clark, 1995; P. H. Collins, 1991, 1994;
Garcia Coll, Surrey, Buccio-Notaro, & Molla, 1998a). This study has examined the social
construction of motherhood from the point of view of adolescents who are separated from
their mothers by the incarceration of their mothers, and it may contribute to finer
understandings of the psychology of motherhood.
Concepts of Space

This research draws from the research literature concerning the concept of space.
Studies have been carried out about the role of physical space in the struggles by
marginalized people to create their own identities, relationships, and strategies for change
(Barry, 2000; Evans & Boyte, 1992; Weis & Fine, 2000a). Some literature discusses the
interrelationship between physical space and psychic and interpersonal space for
marginalized populations (Barry, 2000; Evans & Boyte, 1992; Keith & Pile, 1993; Weis
& Fine, 2000a), while other literature explores the concept of cultural, psychic and
interpersonal space that is unattached to a physical site (Centrie, 2000). The concept of

symbolic space is also the subject of studies that look at traditions, rituals, and metaphors
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and the meaning of them for individuals and communities (Anzaldua, 1999; Bachelard,
1964; Bloomer, Moore, & Yudell, 1977; Evans & Boyte, 1992; Hobsbawm, 1983; Keith
& Pile, 1993; Weis & Fine, 2000a). This study examined the teens’ views of the
meaning of the physical space inside the prison visiting room that was set aside for
mothers and children. The research explored the interrelationships between physical,
psychic, interpersonal, cultural, and symbolic space as it examined the themes of peer
relationships among teens with incarcerated mothers and the relationships between teens
and their incarcerated mothers. It also focused on the meaning of time spent with all the
mothers and all of the teens inside the physical space of the children’s center.
Criminal Justice Literature on Families and Children

This study may also contribute to the criminal justice literature relating to children
and families. Studies about children with incarcerated mothers is sparse compared to that
of incarcerated fathers (Reed & Reed, 2004), partly reflecting the smaller number of
women in prison compared to men. There is little research on teens with incarcerated
parents and that research primarily focuses on the problems of teens (Eddy & Reid,
2003). The research can contribute to expanding our understanding of the lives of urban
young people with an incarcerated parent. It points to the need to search for a more
accurate and more detailed picture of their experiences than current stereotypes and risk
statistics offer. There are few programs that allow teens to participate in a program with
other teens with incarcerated mothers and with their own mothers all together. Although
there is no way to minimize the extraordinary damage done to children whose mothers

are incarcerated, it is also true that interventions can make a difference. The study can
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help understand these experiences as well as help to imagine interventions that could
make a difference.
Statement of Research Questions

This dissertation examines the experience of having a mother in prison as an
adolescent. It looks at the lives of eight teens whose mothers are in a particular prison and
all of whom participated in a program for teens and their incarcerated mothers.
Information about each of the following questions was developed by interviewing eight
young adults, drawing on their memories and their recollections as they were prompted to
look back and reflect on their high school teenage years with a mother in prison. A
qualitative research approach was suitable to explore the four main research questions of
the study:

1) What do these eight young adults name as challenges during their high school
years in relation to having a mother in prison?

2) What are the different meanings these eight young adults have constructed about
their relationships with their mothers across the separation of incarceration during
their high school years?

3) What was the significance they attributed to participating in a program for teens
who also had a mother in prison?
4) What are the different meanings that they have constructed about sharing time,
activities, and space as teens with the other teens and their mothers in the children’s
center inside the prison?

A multi methods approach was used to investigate the four main research

questions. The methods included individual qualitative research interviews with eight
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young adults who were able to provide reflections and memories of the experience that
took place inside of a particular space in a particular prison when they were teenagers; a
focus group with the young adults; a qualitative interview with the individual who was
the director of the mother-child programs from 1980 to 2000; archival data such as a
video, newsletters with writings by the teens, monthly reports and notes. The author has
also drawn on her own personal experience and knowledge as a woman in prison, a
mother, and a facilitator of the program that is the context for the study.
Summary of Findings

As high school teens, all of the youth in this study had been separated from their
mothers in prison for at least 5 and up to 14 years; only two had fathers in their lives, and
all were raised by other family members. Each of the teens struggled to defy social
expectations of predicted failure while simultaneously negotiating overcrowded schools
with high drop-out rates, neighborhoods with drug dealers and crime, violence, and
poverty. The family members who raised them, along with their own inner determination
became the necessary foundation that helped them all to succeed in the major challenge
of graduating from high school. However, the teens also relied for support and positive
identity development on three sets of relationships that are generally pathologized: with
their mothers in prison; with other teens with mothers in prison; and with all the teens and
their incarcerated mothers.

Common assumptions emphasize the potential harm to a child of a mother who
has committed a crime, and cannot imagine a sustained relationship between a teen and
mother in prison over so many years. A focus on potential negative peer pressure has led

recent criminal justice literature to question the benefit of bringing teens with
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incarcerated parents together in a group (Eddy & Reid, 2003). Bringing together all of the
teens and their mothers would seem not only logistically impossible in a prison, but also
questionable because it would simply multiply potential negative influences. Yet, with
the support and guidance of a program committed to youth participation, the teens’ own
energy contributed to building these relationships into an interconnected network that
they defined as “family” or “extended family,” or “new family.” These teens and mothers
who shared the experiences of loss, of challenges of incarceration, and the many
problems of life before incarceration, tapped into their own resources and strengths.
These relationships gave them positive support and a space within negative
representations and the repressive conditions of a prison to work toward a positive sense
of self. These supportive relationships added to the positive role models teens found at
home from people freér of the complicated life issues shared by the teens and the mothers
in prison.

It is within this partially free space that the teens could interact with mothers and
peers in a more normative way, develop new rites of passage and traditions with the
many mothers and their peers, and create new forms of family for extra support. This
dissertation claims that this space contributed to the teens’ current ability to be writing
the next chapter of their lives: all of them are working, most are in college or planning to
continue their education, and each one continues to define future goals.

The challenge of having an incarcerated mother placed real burdens on the teens,
created limits in possibilities, and took an emotional toll that varied for each teen, but
existed for all of them. The losses and need for coping continue. All but one of the

mothers is still incarcerated and their now young adult children continue to visit them in
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prison. Mothers’ issues of long sentences with no certain end in sight, AIDS, and possible
deportation all are additional points of stress for the youth. At the same time, each of the
youth continues to struggle to create space to fulfill their dreams. The specific context of
Northrop C.F., with its philosophy and programs that supported both the mother-teen
relationships and relationships among the teens examined in this study, contributed to the
well-being of the participants when they were teens and provided a positive foundation

for them to move into young adulthood.
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Outline of Chapters

Chapter I, Rationale, presented an overview of the study.

Chapter II is a review of the literature looking first at the theoretical rationale of
the methodology, the background, population and context for the study. And then the
literature review that will cover issues of motherhood, adolescent development, and the
concepts of free space.

Chapter III is the methodology chapter in which the qualitative methodology that
was used will be looked at as well as collection, analysis and role of researcher

Chapter IV is the Bridge Chapter that will lay out the key themes and sub-themes
by chapter that emerged from the research and that will appear in the four subsequent
chapters. It will also review examples of grounded data and themes that emerged from
the literature.

Chapter V examines challenges that the youth named as a result of having
incarcerated mothers and some of the coping mechanisms.

Chapter VI, VII and VIII will look in depth at three of the key relationships that
the youth built beyond their home caregiver and support system: the relationships with
each of their mothers while in prison; their relationships with the peers in the teen
program who also had a mother in prison; and the relationships with all the mothers and
all of the teens as an “extended family.

Chapter IX is Conclusions and Recommendations.
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Chapter I1

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This chapter, Review of the Literature, will examine the following areas:
methodology, a theoretical rationale; background; population; context; and three
theoretical frameworks—motherhood, adolescent development, and space.

Methodology: Theoretical Rationale

The following section will review the literature of qualitative research which is
the approach that the researcher used to carry out the study. The section will be divided
into the following areas: qualitative research as an approach and its relevance to the
proposed research questions; epistemological assumptions; qualitative methodologies and
the choices that relate to the proposed study; and interdisciplinary frameworks.
Qualitative Research

Qualitative research seeks to describe and explain the world as those in the world
interpret it. An assumption in qualitative research is that reality is holistic,
multidimensional, and ever-changing; it is not a single, fixed objective phenomenon
waiting to be discovered, observed and measured (Merriam, 1988). Qualitative research
situates the researcher in the world rather than assuming that she or he is a neutral person
with no subjectivities. Qualitative researchers seek to understand, make sense of, and
interpret the meanings of phenomenon that people bring to their lives. (Denzin &

Lincoln, 2000a)
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A goal of the research was to explore the meanings that a particular group of young
adults retrospectively made of experiences during their adolescent high school years
related to having a mother in prison. The study addressed how the teens constructed
relationships with their mothers and their peers as they faced the challenges of having an
incarcerated mother. The study relied on knowledge that was derived from the meanings
that people construct about their own lives. Qualitative research was the suitable
approach for carrying out the research. The research questions derived from the
researcher’s epistemological foundation, and simultaneously the research questions drove
the methodology. Information about each of the following questions was developed
prompted them by drawing on the memories and the recollections of young adults as the
researcher prompted them to look back at their high school years with a mother in
prison.

1) What do these eight young adults name as challenges during their high school

years in relation to having a mother in prison?

2) What are the different meanings these eight young adults have constructed about
their relationships with their mothers across the separation of incarceration during
their high school years?

3) What was the significance they attributed to participating in a program for teens

who also had a mother in prison?

4) What are the different meanings that they have constructed about sharing time,

activities, and space as teens with the other teens and their mothers in the children’s

center inside the prison?
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A qualitative research methodology was appropriate for the broad objective of
understanding the meanings that the teens constructed about their experiences of
having an incarcerated mother and of participating in a program with their peers who
also had an incarcerated mother. One goal of the research was to listen to the voices
of those who were once teens with incarcerated mothers, to listen to their views about
their lives and the meanings they give to them, and thereby bring them into view, i.e.
make them visible. A second goal was to allow the full complexity of the participants
as people with agency, energy, resilience, and strengths to emerge as they themselves
tackle difficult questions of reflection, looking back in time and thinking about the
issues raised by the circumstances that the study was interested in. A third goal was to
draw on the participants’ knowledge about themselves, their lives and relationships
with their mothers and peers and their thoughts about having an incarcerated mother
so that their knowledge contributes to the broader knowledge in this area. What could
we learn from them about the issues under study? The objective was to listen to their
voices as constructors and agents of knowledge and, as a researcher acknowledging
my own situation and subjectivities, to engage with them in dialogue.

In qualitative research the use of multi-methods, or triangulation, reflects an
attempt to arrive at an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon under examination.
Denzin and Lincoln (1994) say that “The combination of multiple methodological
practices, empirical materials, perspectives and observers in a single study is best

understood then, as a strategy that adds rigor, breadth, complexity, richness, and depth to

any inquiry (p. 5).
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Qualitative researchers can utilize various research strategies. These can include:
case study, ethnography, participant observation, grounded theory, life history and
testimonio, participatory action discourse analysis, narrative analysis, participatory
research, portraiture, life histories, interviews (Camic, Rhodes, & Yardley, 2003b;
Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Each of these research strategies may have different goals.
Qualitative researchers may utilize several methods to look at a particular phenomenon.
Epistemological Background

The researcher wrote from the epistemological point of view that knowledge
about people, relationships, and social institutions is not produced through distance and
concepts of neutrality. Epistemologies of critical race theory (p. 89; Ladson-Billings,
2000), feminism (Stewart, 1994), critical ethnic theory (Smith, 1999), cultural queer
theory (Honeychurch, 1996), and critical legal theories (Matsuda, 1995) all
overwhelmingly demonstrate that knowledge is produced out of subjectivities, that it is
generated from the actual experience and from the positions that people live in. This
means being aware and examining both the experiences and positions of those who are
participants in the study and of the researchers (Camic, Rhodes, & Yardley, 2003a).

Participants and epistemology. Young adults were interviewed whose position in

society as adolescents was primarily that of marginalization and oppression. Most of
them grew up in some of the most under-resourced neighborhoods in New York City,
with multiple issues including violence, drugs and overcrowded schools; most of them
faced the challenge of building a life with mothers in prison, and rarely had a father to
help raise them. Seven of the participants were Black and Latino, one was White. The

lives that were examined are representative of those generally ignored in the literature, at
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least until recently, because very little is known about children of incarcerated parents
(Bernstein, 2005; Reed & Reed, 2004); or, if written about, their status and identity are
framed primarily as victims of the system and of their parents’ actions (Bernstein, 2005;
Reed & Reed, 2004): they are rarely seen as people who can contribute to knowledge and
act in a manner to possibly have an impact on the reality in which they are living (C.
Boudin & Davis, 2004).

Standpoint theory, the belief in the development of knowledge based on where
one stands, was an epistemological tenet of the research. Standpoint theory has been
defined as “starting off thought” from the lives of marginalized people. It means learning
about the questions and ideas that people have who are in the more oppressed or
exploited sectors of society and who are frequently the objects of other people’s research.
Standpoint theory assumes that those who are the least powerful not only have
knowledge about themselves and their own representations which cannot come from
those who dominate, but also they have knowledge about the broader society and soctal
order. (P. H. Collins,1991; Delgado Bernal, 2002; Harding, 1993; Honeychurch;
Matsuda, 1995; Smith, 1999; Stewart, 1994).

The use of standpoint theory coexists with this researcher’s claim that those who
are not themselves part of a marginalized group can also contribute to knowledge relating
to the experiences of a marginalized group (Fine et al., 2003; Merton, 1972). An
example of building on both standpoint theory and recognizing the contributions of those
outside a situation is seen in a research team composed of both prisoners and outside

researchers studying the impact of higher education programs in a women’s prison. The
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research process drew on contributions from both the prisoners and the outsider
researchers (Fine et al., 2003).

Numerous disciplines draw from an epistemology that recognizes the role of
generating knowledge from those on the bottom, the marginalized. These include
contributions from education and applied anthropology as seen in the work of Freire
([1970] 1993) who critiques “banking education” in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and the
concept of “funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzales, 1992; Velez-Ibanez &
Greenberg, 1992); from psychology, Bruner’s ‘folk psychology’ (1998); in history, the
role of the slaves in redefining reality (Gutman, 1976), and in sociology, standpoint
theory, (P. H. Collins, 1991).

The role of agency, of acting, of creating and composing a life, are all concepts
linked to the researcher’s emphasis on the kind of knowledge that was sought and the role
that those who are the actors on the screen were able to contribute. The past experiences
and knowledge of the researcher of critical research traditions have formed the
underlying epistemological orientation; it is one that recognizes the struggles of
marginalized peoples in their efforts to define their own ways of looking at reality and of
remaking reality. Participants were active agents of knowledge about their own lives.

Researcher and epistemology. The epistemological view of the researcher also

assumes that the knowledge of the researcher has an impact on the research. The origins,
nature, ways of knowing and limits, methods, what gets chosen to study and what gets
left out all reveal the personal values, goals, and knowledge of the researchers. Stewart
(1994, p. 14) wrote about all that had been overlooked or not noticed about women when

research was carried out by male researchers and before women entered the academy
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with a commitment to research women’s lives. Smith (1999) engages the long history of
Western research of indigenous peoples resulting in definitions of them that serve the
goals and perspectives of the colonizers portraying Indigenous people as less than normal
human beings. She uses the words “The Other” to refer to how colonizers think of the
colonized. Honeychurch (1996) reviews the research that left gay people defined as
abnormal for decades. The very process of collecting data is stripped of notions of
neutrality by researchers who also write about how one’s position in society has an
impact on how data is interpreted (Duneier, 1999; Honeychurch, 1996; Ladson-Billings,
2000; Matsuda, 1995; Smith, 1999).

The researcher’s own roles and identities were critically reflected upon as part of
this research: a woman who was incarcerated for more than two decades, a mother of a
child, an inmate staff member who worked with the teens and their mothers in the teen
program, and, simultaneously, a white middle class educated woman who has a
background with a strong commitment and history to social activism, and who is no
longer in prison.

Knowledge is context related and socially situated. An epistemological

assumption of the researcher is that knowledge is context rooted, not made from abstract
theories. The ecological and life-course perspectives on human development were
influential (Bronfenbrenner, 1988; Elder & Caspi, 1988). The ecology of human
development stresses that environments, from the family to economic and political
structures, all must be viewed as part of the developmental process, and that larger social
structures are vital for developing the potential for human nature. Research about

development must also look at the broader contexts in which the study is located. These
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ecological and life-course perspectives on development stress the significance of social
context when examining the development of teens who fall into economically
disadvantaged and racial and ethnic groups facing discrimination. This is the basis of a
study by Burton, Allison, and Obeidallah (1995) who point to the distortions in theories
of adolescence when researchers do not take context into account. Equally relevant for
the research is to place an analysis of motherhood in a social context rather than
accepting as universal the studies done on a particular segment of mothers (Glenn, 1994).

Knowledge is affected by the unit of analysis or “angle of vision.” A cornerstone

of the researcher’s epistemology is the unit of analysis and angle of vision as a
determinant in what one sees. Powell (1998) reveals the value of the unit of analysis as
she uses the image of a knot—strands of black and white combine to define the problem
of underachievement. As long as the focus is solely on the kids who don’t achieve and
the “discourse of deficit,” then the role of whiteness, such as power or privilege, in
minority student failure will never be part of the analysis, and the solutions will always
focus on the kids as the problem rather than on the culture, policies and institutions that
create the problem. More than three decades ago Ladner (1971) wrote about the very
same issue as she challenged the sociology paradigm that only defined Black people as
deviant. Mills (1959) makes the distinction between defining an issue as personal, a
private trouble in confrast to a public issue. He argues how the focus on the private
personal troubles separated from public issues can affect peoples’ consciousness of
reality and on potential solutions to problems. An example of the distinction between a
private trouble and a public issue is found in the work of Sarah Carney (2000) who

discusses how the bodies of adolescents and the related problems such as eating
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disorders, drug use, teenage pregnancy should be framed as problems of an ailing culture,
not just an individual pathology.

Research has a focus. Sometimes the focus may be on the personal or individual,
yet the larger context always matters, even if a focus is on the smaller. The larger context
affects people’s consciousness, the underlying reasons for issues, and possible solutions
to problems. Although this research focused on the agency of individual former teens to
create lives and relationships, the research framework also included race, class, gender,
context of a particular prison in a particular moment, and a time of mass incarceration in
the United States. In order to think about individual lives it was necessary to place them
in the larger contexts in order to understand their choices, limits, and possibilities.

Interdisciplinary Frameworks

The research framework was interdisciplinary drawing particularly on
psychology, anthropology, and education. In order to study a reality, it is necessary to
build into the analysis different angles of vision in order to more fully understand more
complex psychosocial realities (Farmer, 1999). Different disciplines contributed to
understanding the experience of a group of teens with incarcerated mothers.
Psychology

This research examined the efforts of eight adolescents to overcome negative
representations of them, to develop positive relationships as they overcame the challenges
of having an incarcerated mother. The framework of psychology contributed because of
its emphasis on identity development, developmental stages, and issues of agency
(Burton et al., 1995; Cauce et al., 2003; Erikson, 1968; Kaplan, 1984; Leadbeater & Way,

1996b; Shaffer, 2000; Wolf, 1991). The questions “Who am 1?” “Who do I want to be?,”
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and “What can I do?,” “Where am I going?” “What have I chosen?” “How am I different
and the same as my parents and my peers?” and “What were the limits and restraints on
my choices?” are significant questions for adolescents.
Anthropology

Anthropology contributed to the research. First, ethnography added the
perspective of the individual within a larger community, a theme pertinent to
understanding the individual mother and teen as part of a larger group of mothers and
teens. Ethnographies have utilized life history to understand people in the context of their
community (Behar, 1993; Frank, 2000; Myerhoff, 1994), and although this is not a life
history study, participants reflected on their lives using stories as a form of
communication. Secondly, anthropology has focused on issues of space, ritual, and the
development of culture which are themes relevant to my research (Bachelard, 1964;
Bloomer et al., 1977; Connerton, 1989; Hobsbawm, 1983; Myerhoff, 1994). Finally,
anthropology has contributed to an emphasis on context for understanding social
phenomenon (Mead, 2001).
Education

Education is one of the disciplines that examines who produces knowledge. The
role of those who are marginalized in the production of knowledge was essential to the
research design of this study. Literature in the discipline of education reveals the valuable
role played in generating knowledge both from and about those who are usually excluded

(Fine et al., 2005a; Freire, 1982; Freire; Moll et al., 1992; Tierney & Colyar, 2005).
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Background

The adult participants in this study were not long ago teens with incarcerated
mothers. As teens, they were part of a rapidly growing group of children in the United
States with an incarcerated parent. As noted previously, 2.4 million American children
have a mother or father in jail or prison right now. Seven million children have a parent
who is under supervision of the criminal justice system such as incarcerated, on parole or
probation (Bernstein, 2005). There are approximately 10 million children in the United
States who have had one or both parents incarcerated (Reed & Reed, 2004). Yet,
surprisingly few studies have been done on children of incarcerated parents (Bernstein,
2005; Eddy & Reid, 2003; Reed & Reed, 2004).

Children who have mothers in prison face enormous challenges and they usually
begin before the mother is incarcerated (Baunach, 1985; Bloom & Steinhart, 1993; Travis
& Waul, 2003). A very significant number of mothers in prisons were struggling with
drug use before the arrest. Close to 75 percent of women in prison were regularly using
drugs before their arrest and 40 percent of women in the state prisons report being under
the influence of drugs when they committed the crime for which they were last arrested
(Mumola, 1999). In addition, abusive families and or battering relationships are
something that many women in prison endured before incarceration, according to some
studies cited by Covington (2003, p. 9); studies found as high as 80 percent of women
were abused either as children or adults. The mental health issues faced by women in
prison are also high. According to studies, estimates suggest that 25 percent to over 60
percent of the women in prison need mental health support (Owen, 2004). A history of

abuse is shown to frequently coexist with substance abuse problems and mental health
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problems. (Covington, 2003). Finally, economic survival has been a major issue for most
women in prison: thirty percent of incarcerated women were receiving welfare assistance
before their arrest; less than 50 percent have graduated from high school or have a high
school diploma.

Before incarceration, mothers (64 percent) are more likely than fathers (44
percent) to be living with their children (Mumola, 2000). When a mother is incarcerated,
only about 20 percent are in the care of their biological fathers; when a father is
incarcerated, 87 percent of the children of male inmates are in the care of their biological
mothers (Reed & Reed, 2004). This frequently means a more drastic transition in
caregiver, neighborhood, and school for the child when a mother is arrested.

Challenges Faced by Children of Incarcerated Mothers

These facts mean that the children along with their mothers have faced many
challenges even before their mothers were arrgsted. Several studies cited in Travis and
Waul (2003) found that many children of incarcerated mothers were living with a
caregiver other than their mothers before their mothers were incarcerated. Their families
were already fragile and often fragmented.

Children of incarcerated parents, historically, have been an invisible population;
more studies are needed that examine their lives and outcomes (Eddy & Reid, 2003;
Travis & Waul, 2003). Yet, even from the studies that have been carried out, there are
certain results that appear over and over again: children almost always experience the
loss of a parent as traumatic and will have emotions including fear and anxiety, sadness
and isolation, and guilt; they face stigma, sometimes deception, and confusion about

values and roles. When a mother is arrested often there is a loss of financial support and
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emotional support, changed caregivers and often homes, neighborhoods and schools, new
governmental interventions (foster care, and possibly adoption), and shifts in eligibility
for public assistance (Travis & Waul, 2003).
Factors Affecting Children during the Incarceration of Their Mothers

The ways that incarceration affects children depends on many factors including age
of separation from mother, length of separation, level of disruption, number and result of
previous separation experiences, and availability of family or community support.
Moreover, children’s reactions to a situation will vary over time (Osborne Association,
1993).

Parke and Clarke-Stewart (2003) name two critical factors that have an impact on
how children adjust to their parent’s separation: the nature and quality of the alternative
care-giving arrangement and the opportunities to maintain contact with the absent parent.
They focus on these factors in the light of work done over time on the value of the parent-
child relationship and impact of separation on children’s adjustment. Although it is by
now well-documented that maintaining contact between the incarcerated parent and child
in general overwhelmingly helps the child, the family member incarcerated, the family as
a whole and the likelihood of reentry being a success, the trend nationwide has been to
limit rather than to expand opportunities for family contact. In 1978, a study showed that
92 percent of incarcerated mothers received visits from their children (Bernstein, 2005).
Yet by 1997, 54.1 percent of mothers in state prisons and 42.0 percent of mothers in
federal prisons never received a visit from their children (Mumola, 2000). Obstacles to
visitation, according to the Women’s Prison Association, include lack of information on

visiting procedures, length of time involved in traveling long distances to get to the
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prison, little help from correctional facilities concerning visiting arrangements and
visiting procedures that are uncomfortable or humiliating and concerns for children’s
reactions under those conditions (1996).

The ability to maintain some kind of contact between mothers in prison with their
children is dependent on policies and resulting conditions. Mothers in prison in general
remain in closer contact with their children than do fathers. Nearly 80 percent of mothers
reported monthly contact and 60 percent reported at least weekly contact through phone
calls or mail (Mumola, 2000).

Although mothers in prison are usually portrayed as inadequate, incompetent and
unable to provide for the needs of their children (Garcia Coll et al., 1998a) studies done
of mothers in prison indicate that for many of them the desire to care for their children,
and their concern for them is basic to their sense of identity. Both this identity and the
opportunities to relate to their children are central to how they function in the criminal
justice system (Baunach, 1985; Blinn, 1997; Bloom & Steinhart, 1993; K. Boudin, 1997).

Population
Adolescents with Incarcerated Mothers

This study looked at the experience of teens with incarcerated mothers. While an
estimated 40 percent of the children of incarcerated parents are between the ages of 10
and 17 (Mumola, 2000), only a few studies have been conducted with samples from this
population (Eddy & Reid, 2003). Phillips in (Eddy & Reid, 2003) documents that most
studies of adolescents with incarcerated parents focused on the problems rather than the
strengths of these youth. This is a study focusing on the youth as creators of knowledge

and of their lives. In the little literature that does exist on children of incarcerated
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parents, almost none involves the voices and thinking of those affected themselves, the
young people (C. Boudin & Davis, 2004). There is debate in the literature as to whether
bringing teens-at-risk together for the purpose of preventing negative outcomes could
make the problem worse and that teens at risk are mainly a detriment to each other
(Cauce et al., 2003; Dishion et al., 1999; Eddy & Reid, 2003; Luthar, 1999; Tierney &
Colyar, 2005). This case study will be extending the knowledge about a group of young
people who would be characterized as being “at-risk” with incarcerated mothers and their
impact on one another in a peer program.
Participants in this Study

The broad demographics of the population of children whose parents are
incarcerated also describe the participants in this research study. Race stands out as a
critical issue. At Northrop C.F., out of approximately 820 inmates, 49 percent of the
women are African American, thirty percent are Caucasian and 20 percent were Latina
(The Correctional Association of New York, 2006). Most of the eight young adults who
were interviewed lived in city neighborhoods that were ‘under-resourced’ when they
were in high school. They are all Black or Latino, except for one white working class
young adult. Most were raised by grandparents or other relatives and only one was raised
by her father. The other fathers have been either absent or in and out of their lives.

Although the majority of prisoners in New York State are men, the rate of

increase in New York State alone of women compared to men during the period of 1982
to 1990 tripled, increasing from approximately 800 to 2,700. Although it is far less

common to have a mother in prison, it is a growing phenomenon. At Northrop C.F., the
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number of women increased from 250 in 1980 to almost 800 by the end of the 1990°’s (K.
Boudin & Smith, 2003).

The teens who participated in the program at Northrop C.F. were a small segment
of the larger population of children who visited their mothers in the prison.
Approximately 71 percent of the women at Northrop C.F. are mothers, and the children’s
center space is used for visits by children of all ages (The Correctional Association of
New York, 2006).

Teens with Incarcerated Mothers and a Theoretical Framework

During the past two decades, many social scientists have criticized the ‘deficit’
portrayal of adolescents who come from poor communities of color; Gibbs (as cited in
(Leadbeater & Way, 1996b, p. 2) says that common words that make it seem as if the
problem lies with the youth themselves include “deprived, disadvantaged, deviant,
disturbed, or dumb” Iﬁ an attempt to see the challenges that children face as not
necessarily internal to themselves but located in the broader contexts that surround them,
and to recognize strengths in children who are living in poverty and disadvantaged
situations, developmental psychologists have developed risk and resilience theories
accompanied by concepts of protective factors and risk factors that can inhibit the
negative developmental possibilities and encourage the positive developmental factors
(Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000; Sroufe & Rutter, 1984).

Using the concept of resilience, these researchers are striving to quantify both
external and internal factors to meet life’s challenges. Although this approach is an
advance towards finding strengths within children facing challenging situations rather

than solely seeing them as deprived, there are several limits to the resiliency framework.
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First, the person is fragmented into factors for quantitative measuring and remains
fragmented rather than being viewed holistically. A second limitation is its portrayal of
poor and working-class adolescent girls through “stereotypes of despair.” Leadbeater and
Way inquire why we hear so little about those who go on to college and much more about
those who are poor and drop out of school (1996b)? The risk and resiliency model locates
success in the resiliency of an unusual person instead of looking at the fact that the
majority does not even fit the stereotypes. A third and related critique sees the tendency
of resilience to be too broad and ultimately focusing on intrapsychic factors, leaving
those who are not resilient as in someway to blame or ‘less than’ (Weingarten, Surrey,
Garcia Coll, & Watkins, 1998).

Moreover, the term “children at risk,” although used to alert policy makers,
educators, and parents to the real issues of poverty, racial inequality, disadvantages of
class, ethnicity and gender, also continues the process of defining this group of
adolescents as disadvantaged and deprived, even if the laudable goal is to point out social
inequities and move society to deal with them. One young person with an incarcerated
parent says that she would rather use the term “children of promise.”(C. Boudin &
Davis, 2004). Although different frameworks can serve different purposes, the reality is
that research is rare that focuses on the young people as more than victims.

This researcher’s interest was in how the young men and women talked about
their lives on their own terms. How did they define the challenges that they faced as high
school adolescents and what helped them cope? How did they describe their relationships

with their mothers, with the peers in the program and their shared time with all of the
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mothers and teens together? How did they define their struggle to claim their own
identities, their successes, the hard times, and their resistance to failure?

The framework of the study flowed, in part, from the research methodology. The
focus was not on measurable quantifiable factors. Instead, the emphasis was on the
stories that the young people told, their lives through their eyes, the meanings that they
created out of their life experience, through their own voices. By interviewing the young
adults and examining their past experiences, the goal was to contribute to a more accurate
and more complex picture of their experiences than current stereotypes and risk statistics
offer. There is not enough research focused on illuminating the actual contexts of these
young people, the real obstacles that impede their outcome, or the ways that they meet
the challenges that they face.

Three main frameworks were used to look at the population. First, it was
necessary to understand the population in its own context because social and cultural,
economic, political, and historical conditions all create options, limits, and possibilities.
All but one of the participants in the study were persons of color--African American or
Latino. Notions of identity and the process of identity formation, mothering and mother
child relationships, and family all are socially situated (Bourdieu, 1986; Bronfenbrenner,
1988; Burton et al., 1995; Garcia Coll et al., 1996).

Second, the interplay between determinism and choice was a theme. Socio-
economic class determines material and social conditions, yet simultaneously there are
disparate ways in which different individuals understand, respond to and even resist
similar conditions. Moreover, collective and individual efforts are always in motion,

changing the character of things. Through their own efforts, these young people,
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individually and together improvised, created, constructed, and lay claim to their selves
and to relationships with people who helped them. They were able to join with others in
a community or new type of family to help them resist oppressive social circumstances
(Franz et al., 1994; Greene, 1988; Leadbeater & Way, 1996b; Stewart, 1994; Way, 2001;
Weis & Fine, 2000a).

Third, the individual in relation to others was a theme. Identity during
adolescence as a construct has been widely explored but, in the past, the direction of
separateness was emphasized and connectedness was minimized (Franz et al., 1994;
Leadbeater & Way, 1996b; Stewart, 1994; Way, 2001). In recent decades there has been
an emphasis on connections and relationship (Gilligan, 1982; Miller, 1976). This
research examined the_ role that relationships played in the live of the teens and viewed
relationships with peers, parents and family, and community as central to the
developmental process of the youth.

Context
Mothering from Prison

Prisons are challenging and complicated places from which to parent. The most
obvious impediment is the separation of the mother from the child. However, the
separation is made all the more difficult because the overriding primary concern in prison
is with security and punishment. These goals of corrections make connecting to the
outside world, including children, a goal that is secondary at best, and more often is
suspect (Lord, 1995). Moreover, the control over women'’s lives that prison mandates
undercuts the ability of women to take initiative, to feel self-efficacy, and to be self-

reliant. The passivity that prison encourages through this control and constant
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surveillance and threat of additional punishment undercuts the kinds of self-esteem and
capacity that mothers need to take responsibility for the their children (Clark, 1995).

There are women’s prisons that help sustain the relationships between mothers
and children through parenting programs for the mothers, visiting programs for the
children and mothers, and services for the children in their communities (Baunach, 1985;
Blinn, 1997; K. Boudin, 1997; Parke & Clarke-Stewart, 2003). In 1985, Phyllis J.
Baunach wrote Mothers in Prison, a landmark book that gave a window into the
experience of mothers in prisons and described existing programs that supported the
desire to become better mothers to their children (Baunach, 1985). More than a decade
later, the American Correctional Association published a book called Maternal Ties: A
selection of programs for female offenders (Blinn, 1997). The book contains chapters
describing programs in many criminal justice institutions that support the mothers and
their children, and its publication reflected a growing awareness within the field of
criminal justice of the importance of the connection between incarcerated mothers and
their children.

The factors impeding parenting from a distance--demands on security, the impact
of separation, and the pressures against women being adults-- do not go away, but rather
policies and programs supporting the children and their mothers are in constant conflict
with these factors.

Northrop Correctional Facility
The prison that the teens visited, Northrop C. F., is one of the prisons that strongly
supported and continues to support mother-child relationships, in the context of prison

goals of punishment, security and control. The prison has three primary physical
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locations that relate to and support mothering. One is the children’s center area in the
larger visiting room. In that area, children of all ages--from infants through adolescence--
visit their mothers. The playroom is equipped with games, and equipment to meet the
needs of all ages. There is a civilian staff member who oversees the activities and trained
inmate caregivers who support the mothers and their children during the visits and are in
charge of activities. Visiting is permitted seven days a week from 8:45 am until 3:30 pm.

A second area is the parenting center where mothers take parenting classes, make
tapes of books to send to their children, and participate in the children’s advocacy
program to help their children with problems they may be facing. The third is a nursery
and a daycare center, used by mothers and their babies participating in the nursery
program. The babies are allowed to stay with their mothers in the prison nursery until
they are 1 year of age and, in certain cases, until they are 18 months. The mothers
participate in both prenatal parenting programs and parenting classes after their babies are
born. The babies spend time in the infant center overseen by civilians and staffed by
inmate caregivers while the mothers participate in their programs.

The vast array of parenting programs and activities for the mothers was designed
to complement the visits and ongoing contact between as many mothers as possible and
their children, whether through visits, phone calls, or correspondence. Inside of the
prison, at the time of this research, there was a strong subculture of motherhood. Being a
mother was a primary identity for the women as they struggled to reflect on what led
them to prison and to change the direction of their lives (K. Boudin, 1997; K. Boudin &

Greco, 1993; Clark, 1995; Lord, 1995).
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The Psychology of Motherhood

What is the meaning of motherhood for a particular group of adolescents whose
mothers are incarcerated and who visited their mothers regularly through participating in
a prison program for teens and mothers? This study has examined the perception of
motherhood from the point of view of these participants. The research examined the ways
that the relationships that these teens constructed were similar to or different from roles
and relationships found in normative studies carried out on white middle-class youth
during the period of adolescent transition and mother-teen relationships.
Universalism and Essentialism versus Social Construction

A universal and essentialist view of motherhood. Motherhood as an institution has

a prevailing definition, conception and representation that proclaim universality;
incarcerated mothers do not fit the schema. There are a number of core ideas and images
in Western capitalist societies that define the dominant ideals of motherhood. First,
motherhood is assumed to be the desired and most esteemed goal of all women. Second,
the woman will have primary responsibility for the child and operate in the context of a
heterosexual nuclear family in which the man is the primary breadwinner. And finally,
the concept of mother is idealized, romanticized, and essentialized (Kline, 1995). A
concrete illustration of these core ideas is in the following description of the prototypical
“good” mother:

She is likely to be white, married, not working in a job that takes her away “too
much” from her parenting responsibilities; she has only one or two children and
they do not have any physical defects or behavioral problems; she conceived her
children and is raising them in a heterosexual relationship; and she and her spouse
are older than 20 years of age and are of the same ethnic and racial background
(Weingarten et al., 1998, p. 6-7).
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This construct of motherhood applied only to a very limited subgroup within a
narrow time period, namely the European and American bourgeoisie of the nineteen and
twentieth centuries. For the majority of working-class families and women--native, white,
immigrants, African Americans and other racial and ethnic minorities--this was not real.
Women had to work; even children had to work (Glenn, 1994; Rich, 1976; Weingarten,
1998; Weingarten et al., 1998) None of the above notions of “motherhood” apply to
mothers in prison.

A social constructivist view of motherhood. The framework of a social

construction of motherhood challenges the concept of a universal reality of motherhood.
Motherhood like other institutions and relationships is shaped by historical, social,
economic, and cultural forces (Glenn, 1994; Rich, 1976; Weingarten, 1998; Weingarten
et al., 1998). Our perceptions of reality are determined by societal norms and values
(McGrath & Johnson, 2003). This is in contrast to fixed understandings, either inherent or
biological, and proclaimed as universal. The notion of motherhood in this research refers
not solely to the concepts of motherhood but to the ideology, as well as social, political,
legal and other institutions and representations that shape it (Fineman, 1995b).

The general concept of social construction is not new. Many academic disciplines
including sociology, anthropology and social psychology locate conceptions of
individuals, groups, developmental processes, and institutions, in a social context.
Prevailing conceptions and representations of people, groups, and institutions that
become defined as universal usually become dominant through those with greater power.

Those whose realities are not included in the dominant conceptions, have always had to
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struggle to bring their definitions of themselves into the broader domain (P. H. Collins,
1994; Glenn, 1994; Parke & Clarke-Stewart, 2003; Rich, 1976).

Feminist challenges to representations of motherhood. The effort of children and
their mothers to assert the reality of their relationship follows in the tradition of ongoing
struggles in history over the terrain of motherhood. The feminist movement challenged
prevailing assumptions about women, mothers, and motherhood. The feminist movement
argued that those in power, namely men, constructed an ideology and set of institutions
that were put forth as natural, but that they were not natural, only constructed by men in
power, the result of patriarchy, and, in addition, that they were detrimental to women and
needed to change (Forcey, 1994; Glenn, 1994; Rich, 1976).

Women of color challenge white feminist constructions of motherhood. Many

women of color challenged and continue to challenge white feminist theory for claiming
to be universal when their own real life experience does not fit (P. H. Collins, 1991,
1994; Glenn, 1994; Roberts, 1995; Stack, 1974). Generally, Native American, African
American, Hispanic, and Asian American women have worked outside of their homes
and not experienced the dichotomous split criticized by white feminists. The role of race
and class and gender all interact to create the experiences of women of color as mothers.
Documenting these realities, Shaw wrote about mothering under slavery (1994), Segura
wrote about the different experiences of Chicana and Mexican mothers and the impact of
ideology and social context on their lives (1994). Others have studied the labor histories
of African American women in the South, Mexican American women in the Southwest,
and Japanese-American women in California and Hawaii. They have documented that

these women were valued for the cheap labor they provided and their value of mothers

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



43

was considered secondary by the dominant powers. Thus they were not expected or
allowed to be full time mothers (Forcey, 1994; Glenn, 1994; Rich, 1976). The wealth of
literature that has emerged from women writers about their lives richly conveys and
corroborates the more academic documentation.

Another challenge to the definition of motherhood by women of color concerns
the context of the nuclear family. In families of color, there is a greater tendency for a
reliance on extended kin to help meet children’s needs in order to add necessary
resources. African American, Puerto Rican and other populations of color have a high
percentage of single heads of households. Extended family networks that include
extended family members and friends become a different definition of family from the
nuclear family that is part of the cultural prototype (P. H. Collins, 1991; Garcia Coll et
al., 1996; Stack, 1974).

Motherhood in diverse forms and different contexts. Motherhood is experienced

and expressed in diverse forms and diverse contexts. Lesbian mothers, single mothers,
and teen mothers along with mothers in prison are a few examples of this diversity.
Collins (1994) argues from a stance of standpoint theory that it is only out of
experiencing the reality of different cultures and social conditions that motherhood can be
defined. And it is out of the different realities that the true diversity of motherhood will
be revealed.

Twenty years ago there were few documents that attested to the role of being a
mother from prison. During the past two decades books, articles, programs and policies,
psychologists, legislators, judges, prison administrators, incarcerated mothers and their

children and families all have struggled with the reality of a mother who is in prison. The
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rate of increase of women coming to prison combined with the percentage who are
mothers—the overwhelming majority of women in prison are mothers, 70-80 percent,
and 6 percent to 9 percent of women are pregnant when they are arrested (Reed & Reed,
2004)—is a factor in the heightened attention given to the issue of mothers who are
incarcerated.

Researchers have documented that the identity and role of mother can be a
positive factor in the gromh of a woman who is incarcerated (Baunach, 1985; Garcia
Coll et al., 1998a; Lord, 1995; Snyder-joy & Carlo, 1998). Research has also documented
the value to the children of having contact with their mothers (Baunach, 1985; Blinn,
1997; Bloom & Steinhart, 1993; McGowan & Blumenthal, 1978; Reed & Reed, 2004)
after arrest, during separation, and in anticipation of coming home
Good Mother/Bad Mother: Values and Judgments

Social constructions of motherhood are not neutral. They usually bring with them
judgments: some mothers are “good” and others are “bad”, some mothering practices are
“right” and others are “wrong.” These notions of mothers permeate our lives and are
reinforced by laws, by media, by interpersonal interactions (Weingarten et al., 1998). In
Mothering against the Odds, the editors write about the social marginalization that
accompanies many concepts of motherhood, the experience of being devalued and
diminished in comparison with others, with negative values placed on identity, practices
and actions. Generally having far fewer economic supports, the dominant ideology will
usually vilify them. Collins (1991) writes about the controlling images of the mammy, the
matriarch and the welfare mother and the practices they justify that are designed to

oppress the African American women who are defined by those images. Fineman
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(1995a) writes about images of mothers in the academic discourse about poverty in which
single mothers who are poor, and, in addition may be black, are stigmatized, blamed for
their poverty, and their single motherhood is taken as a sign of degeneration; they are
implicated by their asserted role in the “intergenerational transmission of poverty,”
through complicity within a culture of poverty. Yet single mothers who arrive at their
status through divorce, some of whom Nelson (1999) writes about, or being widowed, are
free or freer from the stigma. And rather than addressing the needs of single mothers,
reforms take the forms of pushing them into a model of family life that is increasingly
dissolving, and can méke them potentially dependent on men who may be batterers. In
Mother Troubles, Paltrow (1999) writes about the punishment, prejudice, and judging of
drug-using pregnant women.

Representations of mothers in prison. Mothers in prison are marginalized (Garcia

Coll et al., 1998a). Media’s portrayal historically has focused on the “bad mother” who
left her children and questioned the value of children visiting their mothers in a prison. In

9 ¢

addition, the stigma and stereotypes of the “crack or drug addicted mother,” “prostitute,”

RN 1Y

“illegal alien,” “welfare cheat,” “baby Kkiller,” and all the other characteristics that follow
mothers to prison as “bad moms” can reduce the possibilities for supporting their roles as
mother. Although there is growing understanding about the significance of being
supportive of these children and the mothers, attitudes that define the mothers solely by

their criminal acts and by the negative assessment about their abilities as mothers still

negatively influence policies and programs in prisons and jails throughout the country.
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The social and personal factors that played a role in actions and choices that
women made that were clearly detrimental to their children and to themselves do not get
addressed when the negative and superficial definitions of the mothers prevail.

Academic literature mainly focuses on the inadequacies of the mothers in terms of
parenting skills. The social and political construction of motherhood of mothers in prison
is still dominated, at best, by a deficit model of mothers, and at worst, by a punitive and
completely negative assessment of the incarcerated mother and her potential role as
mother. Yet, on an individual and personal level, many mothers, in spite of the social
definitions and constraint, creatively work to address the issues that led them to prison, to
repair the damage done to their children, and to find ways to be loving, supporting, and
connected to their children from prison within enormous limitations (Baunach, 1985;
Garcia Coll et al., 1998a).

There is a relationship between the usually negative social assessment of mothers
in prison and the mothers’ assessment of self. For example, the social and dominant
concept of a woman in prison who had been addicted to drugs before her arrest and had a
limited relationship with her child might be that she is basically a bad mother and even
now that she’s off drugs she shouldn’t have a relationship with the child. Yet, for the
woman and/or the child, the period during incarceration may be an opportunity to heal
from the past and to move forward; or, most likely, the mother and the child may be
experiencing both the negative societal assessment of the mother, but also be struggling
to create opportunities for moving in a positive direction. This is what Roberts refers to as
“contested” concepts of motherhood. In this zone between broad social negative

constructions and individual experience is the issue of agency and determinism.
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Agency vs. Determinism

Individuals, community, and agency. Can individuals through what is called

agency create a different construction of motherhood from the dominant one? Or, do
social and historical conditions automatically create an unchangeable representation and
experience? An example of this tension between agency and determinism is seen in the
exchange between Roberts and Fineman as they look at the distinction between the
personal experience of motherhood, i.e. the relationships between a woman and her
children, and motherhood as enforced identity and political institution (Fineman, 1995a,
1995b; Roberts, 1995). Roberts argues that in making this distinction, it helps to convey
motherhood as contested. Fineman says that the social/political sphere interacts with the
personal/experiential arena and “...In many instances these generalized constructs are
the most salient because they shape individual experiences and form the contours against
which events are measured and given value” (1995b, p. x).

The issue of agency is relevant not just on a personal level but on a social or
community level. Individuals are part of a larger social community that can play a
negative or positive role in shaping the experience of motherhood and its representations.
Against enormous obstacles, individual women who have been separated from their
children by incarceration have struggled to maintain their relationships. Through
individual efforts and social struggle, women have actually changed laws and policies
from not recognizing and severely restricting relationships between incarcerated mothers
and their children to ones that support it.

For example, in 1982, incarcerated mothers with children in foster care had no

rights to see their children. Women in Northrop C.F. along with women activists and
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legislators worked to pass a law putting incarcerated parents with children in foster care
on the same footing as parents who were not incarcerated. This is an example of how
individuals and groups and communities can play a critical role in bringing about both the
actualization of their roles as mothers and recognition and acknowledgment of its
existence (Glenn, 1994). Through political and social struggle of those who have been
excluded, through the struggle for voice and for self-definition, the understandings and
institutions of motherhood become more and more rich and diverse, even as the
similarities can emerge. And through the individual and social struggle, the actual
institutions of motherhood can change, thereby changing not just the representation but
the actual reality of motherhood.

The concept of “resistance.” The book Mothering Against the Odds

(Weingarten et al., 1998) is organized around the concept of resistance, a term parallel to
the concept of agency. It refers to those mothers who do not fit the dominant social
construct of motherhood and who act to free themselves from conditions of
marginalization and oppression. Both the concept of agency and that of resistance
underscore the point that human beings shape the concept and experience of motherhood.
Those who challenge the dominant discourse do so as they react to assert their own
standards of mothering and to attain the resources necessary to sustain their children
and/or their relationship to their children.

Agency is expressed in many situations of mothering including: the struggles of
slaves to connect despite destruction of families; efforts of lesbians to assert their rights
as mothers; individual affirmations of mothers who are HIV positive; and the desire of a

single woman who wants to be a mother and who adopts a child or who has artificial
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insemination; agency is seen in the Philippine mother who calls her children in the
morning, day after day and year after year, nurturing them from the United States.
Agency is also in the struggles of mothers who are incarcerated and who, in spite of past
failures and present separations, keep on trying to be mothers. In a prison, agency is also
with the children, families raising the children, and prison personnel.
Social Construction and Biology
Another area of difference within the literature concerns the role of biology.

Differences of opinion exist among those thinking about the social construction of
motherhood with regard to the role of biology. One definition of mothering says that it is
“...a socially constructed set of activities and relationships involved in nurturing and
caring for people” (Forcey, 1994, p. 357). This definition is explicit about the fact that
mothering is not dependent on biology; it is socially inscribed (Glenn, 1994). Both Stack
(1974) and Collins (1991)describe others in the community who play the role of mothers,
in addition to or instead of biological mothers. Stack (1974), in her classic study of
Flatlands, says that the social conditions of mothers in poverty led to a shared parental
responsibility among kin. She said that there were many circumstances that required co-
residents to take care of each other’s children or for children to stay in homes that did not
include their biological parents. From the point of view of the children, there may be a
number of women who act as “mothers” to them who are not their biological mothers.

Collins (1991) writes about “bloodmothers,” “othermothers,” and “women-centered
networks” in her analysis of motherhood in African-American neighborhoods. She
describes a fluctuating and changing boundary between biological mothers,

bloodmothers, and othermothers, who help the bloodmothers care for their children. She
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says that the bloodmothers are supposed to raise their children, but the communities
recognize that circumstances may prevent that from happening. Thus, a system of shared
mothering has evolved, beginning in African communities and continued in the United
States among African-Americans. When she refers to othermothers she means
grandmothers, sisters, aunts or cousins who take on temporary responsibilities that can
turn into long-term care or informal adoptions. Both Collins (1991) and Stack, (1974)
view biology as significant, in contrast to some of the social constructionist feminist
thinkers (Forcey, 1994; Glenn, 1994). However, they affirm a system in which mothering
is shared and carried out by bloodmothers and othermothers.

Mothers in prison and the social construction of biology. In prison the biological

aspect for mother-child relationships is the basis of the claim by both mother and child
that they have a relationship, and it is the only relationship that is recognized as
legitimate in the eyes of the authorities for visits, and other special mother-child
progfams. This is a decision made by the prison that does not accept as legitimate those
nurturing and caring relationships that women in prison have with younger siblings,
cousins, nieces or nephews and that may be the other mothers referred to by Collins
(1991). Biology becomes a basis for identity as a mother that many women invest in and
assert as part of who they are, even if they have no contact with a child.

The trend towards terminating parental rights initiated by the federal Adoption
and Safe Families Act (ASFA) passed in 1997 implicitly reduced the significance of the
biological factor making children more easily available for adoption by non-biological
families. Thus, the women inside prison who may have been othermothers to younger

relatives face prison rules that make biology crucial in order for mothers to take
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advantage of program opportunities; and, simultaneously, the child welfare system
minimizes the significance of biology as they take children from the incarcerated mothers
and place them for adoption (Bernstein, 2005; Reed & Reed, 2004).

Mass incarceration involves separating children from their biological mothers.
The policies leading to incarceration at the current rates fall disproportionately on
women of color (Mauer & Chesney-Lind, 2002). Although taking a position that biology
should not be considered when constructing motherhood may support women in one
situation, in other situations such as that of mass incarceration, it could hurt other women.
When Collins (1994) called for a feminist theory that could be aware of and embrace
difference as part of commonality, the issue of biology stands out as an example.
Parenting across a Separation

One of the most striking aspects of parenting from prison is that it takes place
from a distance with irregular or minimal contact. Yet mothers in prison are not the only
mothers to struggle to maintain a relationship of motherhood with their children from a
distance. Immigration, divorce and separation, foster care, and employment, including
correctional officers who are often sent far away from their children in their initial years
of the job, all create conditions challenging mothers to be able to maintain their
relationship with their children from a distance. Mothers in each situation construct
variations of mothering, individually, collectively and society, too, is challenged to
construct conceptions and relevant institutions related to motherhood. The separation
itself is only one aspect of the social situation involved. Why a mother is separated from
her child and who is the mother in the structure of society, what is the attitude of society

towards the reason for separation—all impact on the social construction of mothering.
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Immigration and separation. Among children of immigration, only 20 percent of
the children in a sample came to the United States as a family unit (Suarez-Orozco &
Suarez-Orozco, 2001). Most of the children were separated from one or both parents for a
time of a few months’up to several years. The effect on the children depends a great deal
on how it is framed within their culture and the attitudes of teachers, administrators,
physicians and other professionals and also whether the separatiori is defined as one of
pathology or not. As in the case of mothers who are incarcerated, the communication
with the child is critical because it tells the child that she/he is still loved. In one account,
the Haitian novelist Danticat said that packages sent to children carry emotions as well as
gifts: “round us were dozens of other people trying to squeeze all their love into small
packets to send back home.” (Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001, p. 68).

Divorce and separation. In “Always Connect: Toward a Parental Ethics of

Divorce” (1999), Nelson claims the necessity for parents to remain deeply connected to
their children across the separation of divorce. According to statistics when the article
was published, there was about a 48 percent chance that marriages would last. She argues
that there is a fantasy family whose picture continues to captivate us: a middle-class
patriarchal family with a husband and a wife with the husband supporting the family and
a loving mother who nurtures the young children. This family structure is supposed to
best meet the emotional, economic, and physical needs of each member and divorce
ruptures it. Nelson contends that although there may be positive features in such a family,
there are negative ones as well, and in any case, it is not the most typical family structure.
The question Nelson (1999) raises is, what are the obligations of parents to their

children in the context of separation and divorce? And her answer is, to stay connected
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for the purpose of maintaining intimate relationships with the children. This includes the
functions of protection, nurturing, and identity-formation. She argues that parents have a
responsibility to help their child develop a sense of themselves and that comes by
continuing the relationship; it is through being true to this responsibility that the child
learns about morality. Nelson acknowledges that children have other influential people in
their lives, from step parents to day care workers and teachers, but she maintains that the
people who are her blood parents have a critical role even when separated.

In the Parenting from a Distance class in the prison, facilitators posed the
questions:

“What are the basic roles of a parent?”

“What roles were you providing when you were home?

What can you do from here?”

How would you define your new role and how can you carry it out?

In situations of immigration and divorce, a non-custodial parent frequently will
contribute money, meeting the parental responsibility of protection and provision of
basic needs of clothing, food and shelter for the children. But for mothers in prison, this
is almost never a possibility. A key role that women emphasized was the ability to love
their child, to help them know that even though their mother was arrested, the love is
there. Mothers would say that they could continue to play an important role in nurturing.
In terms of the role of guidance and identity-formation, mothers worked on how to be
able to parent their children given that they themselves had committed a crime. Group
support in working on this issue was critical. Although older children might challenge
their authority, if the mother were comfortable in using her negative experience as a
source of wisdom, usually she could claim an ongoing role in guiding the child (K.

Boudin, 1997).
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Adolescents with Incarcerated Mothers

Adolescents with incarcerated mothers construct relationships with their mothers
based on the social context of separation and many other factors. The next section will
examine literature relevant to how adolescents and their mothers in prison construct
relationships in the context of incarceration. The literature will be drawn both from
motherhood literature and that of adolescent development.

Adolescent Development

The focus of this study was the experience of a group of adolescents with
incarcerated mothers. | Adolescent development theory is a critical lens through which
their experience was examined. Adolescent development theory frequently focuses on
identity development, peers, and family. Each area overlaps and has an impact on the
other (Erikson, 1968; Leadbeater & Way, 1996b; Phelan, Davidson, & Yu, 1998; Shaffer,
2000). In addition, the stigma literature as it relates to adolescents with incarcerated
mothers was reviewed.
Construction Sites of Adolescence: Relating to their Mothers

Much has been written about adolescence as a stage of development.

Generally, adolescence is defined as a period of time when teens are developing greater
autonomy, parents are struggling to guide their children under new circumstances of
demands for autonomy and teens are sharing much more time with their peers. They have
worlds and secrets and experiences that they no longer share with their parents, and also
continue to rely on their parents and need their parents. It is a time when roles, values,
goals, are all an issue for adolescents (Burton et al., 1995; Erikson, 1968; Leadbeater &

Way, 1996b; Shaffer, 2000; Wolf, 1991).
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For many years studies normative standards of adolescent development were
derived from studies of white middle class youth and their families (Erikson, 1968;
Ladner, 1971; Leadbeater & Way, 1996b; Osborne Association, 1993). By now, many
studies including but not limited to the early work of Joyce Ladner (1971) and more
recent work by Janie Victoria Ward (1996), Patricia Hill Collins (1991), Burton, Allison
and Obeidallah (1995) have clarified that adolescent development must be studied in
specific contexts, and that Black and Latino/a working class and poor youth go through
this transitional period of life facing specific conditions. Studies must understand what is
unique in the conditions with which the teens cope and how the process of developing a
sense of self and relationships is tied to the conditions in which they live.

Just as motherhood is shaped by social context, so is adolescence as a stage of
development and mother-adolescent relationships and roles, The classic work of

Margaret Mead, written in 1928, Coming of Age in Samoa, (2001) made this point. She

was interested in the relationship between culture and biology and the psychological
development of adolescent girls. Her work asserted that adolescence was not a fixed
definition as we understood it in the United States, but rather it was a process shaped by
culture. Although, by now, specifics in her work have been chewed over and struggled
with, her influence in rethinking the role of biology and determinism in human
development and role of social context has been enormous.

In order to understand the world and meanings for the teens whose lives have
been examined in this study, a framework emphasizing the role of social context was
needed because their lives and the meanings of their relationships with their mothers and

their peers are socially situated.
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Garcia Coll et al. (1996) have proposed a model for studying developmental
competencies of children of color based on taking into account the conditions in which
they grow up, the challenges that they face, and personal cultures that have survived
within a mainstream culture taking into consideration race, class, culture and ethnicity.
This model, an example of critical race and critical ethnic theory, highlights the value of
looking at the life experience of people of color through their eyes and through their
experiences recognizing that “...in families of color, there can be flexibility of roles as
an adaptive response to cultural and societal pressures, as well as adherence to traditional
culturally defined roles” (p. 1906).

Studies exist that examine particular cultural and social situations and adolescent
parent-relationships. One example in the literature of the role of culture and the broader
social context in defining adolescence and parent-teen relationships can be seen in
families that have immigrated. Migration appears to have a destabilizing effect on the
family and roles within it. For example, children who learn English faster than their
parents are in a position of having to advocate for them, take care of them, and even
guide them through situations. These parents cannot have the same kind of authority then
that they would have had. Moreover, the role of parents as the guide for their adolescence
into the next stage of life is undercut because the parent does not know the map for life in
the new country.

Cao Lan, a Vietnamese refugee who arrived as a child, communicates these
dynamics (Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001):

The dreadful truth was simply this: we were going through life in reverse, and I

was the one who would help my mother through the hard scrutiny of ordinary

suburban life. I would have to forgo the luxury of adolescent experiments and
temper tantrums, so that I could scoop my mother out of harm’s way and give her
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sanctuary. Now, when we stepped in the exterior world, I was the one who told

my mother what was acceptable and unacceptable behavior... and even though I

hesitated to take on the responsibility, I had no choice. It was not a simple

process, the manner in which my mother relinquished motherhood. The shift in
status occurred not just in the world but in the safety of our home as well, and it

became most obvious when we entered the realm of language. (p. 76).

Burton, Allison, and Obeidallah, (1995) build on the tradition of Mead (2001) and
on both ecological (Bronfenbrenner, 1988), and life-course (Elder & Caspi, 1988)
perspectives. They explore the impact of social context on the actual meaning of
adolescence as a stage of development for inner city African-American teens. In
“Development of Inner-City African-American Teens” they first outline a basic definition
of adolescence as defined in contemporary American society in mainstream contexts.
Seen as a transition period marking the change from childhood to adulthood, adolescence
involves biological, cognitive and social changes. At the social level it is expected that
teens will become closer to peers and develop increasingly separate and autonomous
relationships with their parents. In mainstream contexts, social institutions and families
provide specific guidelines concerning the role expectations and behaviors of
adolescents.

Their findings led them to question whether it was even appropriate to define
adolescence as a distinct stage for economically disadvantaged inner city youth. Within
the particular inner-city contexts, their research found that there may be distinct
ideologies, role expectations, behavioral and means of marking the entry to and exit from
adolescence. Coles (cited in (Burton et al., 1995) writes in Children of Crisis, “Is a

sixteen-year-old [African American] boy who has lived in stark, unremitting poverty,

worked since eight, earned a living since fourteen, married at 15, and soon to be a father,
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a child?” Burton et. al. (1995) suggest that at most it might be called ambiguous
adolescence.

The teens whose lives I studied all had active relationships with their mothers
during their high school years and continued to be engaged in constructing those
relationships within the context of separation by incarceration. Issues such as authority,
guidance, nature of closeness or intimacy, roles, are issues that they have grappled with
and have defined in their own terms
Adolescents and their Peers

Central to this study was the experience that the adolescents had with their peers
whose mothers are also incarcerated. They were involved in a program in which peers
spent time with one another in a discussion group that took place in the prison visiting
room; in overnights together once a month; on trips to places like Washington D.C.,
amusement parks or a boat trips, in projects such as community service or speaking on
youth panels; or, just hanging out. They also visited their mothers altogether for two
days-one weekend-a month and for five days at the end of the summer.

Normative adolescent development theory emphasizes the role of peers to
adolescents. The increasing significance of peers in the lives of adolescents has been
studied and acknowledged in both social and academic development (Erikson, 1968;
Shaffer, 2000; Tierney & Colyar, 2005). In adolescence, young people spend more and
more time with people their own age; by early adolescence, they spend more than twice

as much time with peers as with parents, siblings, or any other agent of socialization

(Shafter, 2000).
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While there is general agreement as to the growing significance of peer
relationships during adolescence, significant questions exist over whether the peer
influence is primarily negative or positive, or under what conditions is it one or the other.
The classic beliefs were rooted in negative terms of “peer pressure,” and teens were seen
as pressuring others to do negative things (Tierney & Colyar, 2005). Research with at-
risk-youth among developmental psychologists frequently documents the negative impact
of at-risk peers on one another in terms of social and educational development,
examining at a variety of complex factors (Cauce et al., 2003; Luthar, 1999). In fact,
Eddy and Reid (2003) write in a recent chapter about adolescent children and
incarcerated parents that because there is so little data on the impact of peer programs on
adolescents, and because there is some research that shows that bringing at-risk
adolescents together in groups for the purposes of preventing negative outcomes may
actually exacerbate problems (Dishion et al., 1999), they will not even consider peer
interventions as part of their chapter.

Yet, there are studies that show that a group of peers can have a positive
experience with one another and that it can be of particular value because of the
significance of teens to one another. There are examples of positive peer impact among
youth facing the challenges of growing up in under-resourced communities (Cauce et al.,
2003; Dishion et al., 1999; Luthar, 1999; Sokatch, 2005; Tierney & Colyar, 2005).

A key distinction with regard to peer influence is the difference between peer
groupings that form naturally and those that are deliberately constructed with adult
support. Tierney& Colyar (2005) call for empirically based studies on how to construct

groups among adolescents that positively affect youth. Many examples exist of peer
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organizations and programs that adults have helped to construct and that have positive
meaning for the youth. Community youth organizations have been described as “urban
sanctuaries,” providing hope and support for youth in the inner city (Cauce et al., 2003)
2003). Work in the area of HIV/AIDS and STI’s has drawn on developing peer
leadership in the high schools for precisely this reason and, depending on many factors,
can be successful both for the peer leaders and in its impact on participating peers
(Campbell & MacPhail, 2003; Haignere, Freudenberg, Silver, Maslanka, & Kelley, 1997;
Pearlman, Camberg, Wallace, Symons, & Finison, 2002). Participatory research projects
with adolescents provide a way to tap into the strengths of young people to make a
contribution to knowledge and to their communities (Campbell & MacPhail, 2003; Fine
et al., 2005a; Haigneré et al., 1997; Oldfather, 1995; Pearlman et al., 2002). More
specifically, adolescents who have to cope with a common stigma such as being
lesbian/gay/bisexual (Barry, 2000), or having a mother in prison have the potential for
constructing positive experiences among peers, drawing on the desire of adolescents to
spend time together. The field of youth development has produced much research about
the positive role that adolescent peers can have on one another (Delgado, 2002; Dishion
et al., 1999; Hamilton & Hamilton, 2004; National Research Council & Institute of
Medicine, 2002; Villarruel, Perkins, Border, & Keither, 2003).

This study looked specifically at an adult constructed program that brought peers
together and the meaning of the experience through the voices of the peers. Having an
incarcerated mother was the issue that brought the young people together. Stigma
relating to having an incarcerated mother was an issue that they shared. But it was only

one among many challenges that they had in common: living in an unstable living
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situations and having to move; rough neighborhoods where defending oneself or friends
was a regular issue; stereotypes relating to being Black or Latin and or poor; feelings of
loss or abandonment. They also shared many positive times issues as teens including
friendships and intimacy, dreams of future careers and goals, love of music and dancing,
clothes, styles, and hair.
Maintaining a Relationship with Parents

In previous decades, much literature emphasized the need for adolescents to
develop separateness and autonomy and focused on the need to separate from parents.
(Erikson, 1968, Franz et al., 1994; Leadbeater & Way, 1996b; Stewart, 1994; Way,
2001). As Kaplan (1984) writes,

Adolescence represents an inner emotional upheaval, a struggle between the eternal
human wish to cling to the past and the equally powerful wish to get on with the future.
The purpose of adolescence is not to obliterate the past but to immortalize what is
valuable and to say farewell to those items of the past that stand in the way of a full
realization of adult sexual and moral potentials. ... What the adolescent is losing, and
what is so difficult to relinquish, are the passionate attachments to the parents and to
those dialogues that had once been the center of infantile existence. (p. 21)

Yet research has demonstrated repeatedly that adolescents typically rely on
parents for advice and remain emotionally close to them even as the relationship changes
(Leadbeater & Way, 1996) and that the parent-child relationship remains an important
foundation for development (Shaffer, 2000). During the past two and a half decades,
studies have moved beyond the main emphasis on separation and have focused on the
role of relationships and connectedness (Franz et al., 1994; Gilligan, 1982; Leadbeater &
Way, 1996b; Miller & Stiver, 1997; Weingarten, 1998). These studies argue for the value
of connection and continuing relatedness of mothers during adolescence and argue for a

theory that integrates development of autonomy and maintaining connectedness.
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This study explored the meanings that the teens constructed towards their
relationships with their mothers and the meaning of the experience of spending time with
their own mothers, as well as with their peers and their mothers all together in the space
of the children’s center.

Adolescence and Identity Development

Identity development has been deemed a central challenge faced by adolescent,
according to research carried out in Western industrialized countries. Adolescents work at
figuring out who they are as individuals: their values; individuality; what they want to do;
racial or ethnic identity; sexual and gender issues, and a sense of self (Erikson, 1968).

The questions of figuring out, “Who am [?” and “What direction do I want my
life to take?” are sometimes defined as part of an intrapsychic search that individual
adolescents go through (Erikson, 1968). Yet, it is not an isolated search. It is affected by
context—social, economic, political, historical circumstances (Bronfenbrenner, 1988).
And it is a social process, one that is a bidirectional process with others in which mutual
affirmation (or rejection) takes place (Leadbeater & Way, 1996b). While how to weigh or
analyze the intrapsychic process with the social or broader contextual, or how to even
define the intrapsychic process raises many issues that are being researched or debated
and are beyond the scope of this paper, the basic issue remains: adolescence is a key
period in which young people are, according to research, working on developing their
identities (Erikson, 1968; Kroger, 1988; Leadbeater & Way, 1996b; Shaffer, 2000).

Adolescents spend time with peers as well as family, trying on different ways that
they want to project themselves and exploring different parts of themselves (Leadbeater

& Way, 1996b). In a group situation where the reason for them coming together had to
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do with having a mother in prison, the teens did not solely relate to one another around
the issue of incarceration. They danced, played, took trips, camped out, gossiped, went on
boat trips, had rap groups about careers, violence, future goals, and had fun. What was
the meaning of the group for them in terms of how they felt about themselves? What did
it give to them?

Stigma

In exploring with the teens the meaning of being in a program with other teens
sharing a similar issue that is stigmatized-having a mother in prison-- preliminary data
reveals a central issue is that of stigma. The fact that almost all of the teens tried to keep
secret the fact that their mothers were in prison illustrates this vulnerability that they felt
around it in terms of social acceptance

Peer groups are significant because they create a social grouping that provides a
sense of belonging and has norms and values. Cliques and crowds, forms of peer groups,
allow adolescents to try out different roles and identities as they separate from their
parents and develop autonomy and an identity separate from that of their families. They
also provide a social niche, a place of belonging for a teen and are built on notions of
“belonging to” or “being excluded from.” It is one of the characteristics of teen life in our
society (Shaffer, 2000).

Adolescence, peers, and stigma. The relevance of these developmental issues to
stigma is that adolescence is a time when peers look to one another for the critical part of
their social life. Adolescents may change friends, groups of peers, or co-inhabit very
different even seemingly contradictory groups of peers as they travel a journey into

greater freedom and autonomy. There is a desire for acceptance by one’s peers in order to
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find the support base for day-to-day life and for the transition towards greater autonomy
(Shaffer, 2000).

To be stigmatized by ones peers, to be excluded or made fun of is particularly
distressing because adolescents want acceptance by their peers. As Erikson describes,
young people can be

... remarkably clanning, intolerant, and cruel in their exclusion of others who are
“different,” in skin color, or cultural background, in tastes and gifts, and often in
entirely petty aspects of dress and gesture arbitrarily selected as the signs of an
ingrouper or out group. ...such intolerance may be for a while, a necessary
defense against a sense of identity loss (1968, p. 132).

Thus, having an attribute or characteristic that represents a stigma, something that
could be the source of exclusion, derision, or degradation can be particularly painful and
difficult for a teen.

At the same time, having a group of peers who understand and share the situation
of one another can be particularly valuable in terms of creating a context of peer
acceptance and peer understanding. It can lead to an experience of being open and not
defensive, not hiding, being able to feel natural and normal and in that sense being able to
develop inner strength (Barry, 2000).

Goffman’s theory of stigma and teens with incarcerated mothers. What does a

person being stigmatized face? According to Goffman (1963) attitudes towards a person
with a stigma reveal that society believes the person with a stigma is not quite human.
Stigmatized people experience a variety of types of discrimination that can affect their
emotional stability, developmental path and life possibilities. Goffman says mainstream
society develops a theory or ideology explaining and justifying a view of the inferiority

of the stigmatized person and the danger the individual represents; Goffman describes
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“normals” as people who don’t have a stigmatized attribute. They develop words that
carry the stigma such as “cripple” or “moron;” and accuse the person of related additional
imperfections. If the person is defensive or withdrawn, the “normals” can explain that
behavior as related to the “defect” and claim it as a justification for discrimination. The
teens are affected by what Goffman calls secondary stigma that can be transmitted and
equally “contaminate” all members of the family. It is analogous to that faced by young
people whose parents are gay or lesbians. They themselves do not have the attributes of
what society stigmatizes i.e. incarceration or criminal behavior, but they are
“contaminated” by the attribute.

According to Goffman (1963) the central question of the stigmatized individual’s
situation in life is that of “acceptance.” By “acceptance” Goffman means both acceptance
of self and acceptance socially. With a focus on acceptance of self, Goffman says, “Given
that the stigmatized individual in our society acquires identity standards which he applies
to himself in spite of failing to conform to them, it is inevitable that he will feel some
ambivalence about his own self ” (p. 106). He gives examples of the expression of that
ambivalence. One example involves going back and forth as to whether or not to identify
or associate with individuals sharing the same stigma. Using Goffman’s assumptions,
areas for investigation with the former teens might be:

e Would a teen feel ambivalent about spending time or being seen with her/his
mother who is incarcerated?

e How would a teen feel about her/himself?

e Would she or he feel a sense of self-hate or self-deprecation because of the
stigma?

Goffman describes several ways stigmatized individuals cope with stigma. He

emphasizes their attempts to cover the attribute and to appear normal, and in each new
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situation having to renegotiate his or her identity in order to avoid being found out.
Goffman (1963) discusses different ways of coping socially, such as: sharing with a close
friend or confidant, referred to as “wise”; being part of a support group or network with
others who share the same stigmatized issue; being a “militant” who speaks out about it;
and “becoming a professional” who lobbies, educates others and who, in some way
therefore distance themselves from it. Examples of each of these categories were found in
this study.

Stigma, identity development, mothers and peers. The issue of stigma relates to

adolescent identity development. Goffman (1963) stresses that the stigmatized
individuals will inevitably feel some ambivalence about his/her own self. His assertion
relates to a relevant issue when exploring the teens’ experience with their incarcerated
mothers: Does the experience of stigma towards one’s mother and secondarily towards
oneself in some way affect how a teen whose mother is incarcerated feels about
her/himself? Does having an incarcerated mother create a determination to be different
from one’s mother, to not end up in prison or to not do things that could lead one to
prison?

Goffman (1963) gives an example of an expression of the ambivalence: going
back and forth as to whether or not to identify or associate with individuals sharing the
same stigma. In the examination of teens with mothers in prison, the question could be
whether or not to associate with or dissociate from one’s own mother.

In exploring the impact of the peer program, two questions arise related to stigma:
Did visiting with all of the teens together with all of the mothers, make a difference in

terms of the experience of stigma in the willingness to visit? Was the atmosphere
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supporting the individual teen-mother relationship and the shared experience with other
teens and their mothers a factor that mitigated possible internalization of stigma or that
supported the teens even when they were away from their mothers?

Another set of questions relates to the actual content of the stigma. It is difficult to
‘understand the meaning of the incarceration of the mother without understanding what
the teens think about crime, given different interpretations of the causes of crime (R.
Collins, 1988). How much do the youth hold the same values as those who are
stigmatizing their mothers or do they not see their mothers as having done something
wrong? Could the stigma affect the youth in terms of their desire to be accepted yet
simultaneously could the youth not be in agreement with the underlying issue giving rise
to stigma? Or, perhaps they are ambivalent about their feelings about the issue of the
crime.

A critique of Goffman in the literature. Two main criticisms of Goffman’s Stigma

(1963) stand out in the literature. One is that he overstates the role of stigma as defining
the individual’s total identity. And second, he does not understand the degree of
resistance and challenge to stigma. Some of the critiques focus on a single aspect of
Goffman. For example, Wright (1983) argued that Goffman only focused on a given
moment in a person’s life and that it is necessary to examine the response to stigma over
time. Wright argues that a person can adjust to inner conflicts about the particular stigma
(Frank, 1988). This research explores the experience of teens over time. It is also
necessary to look at whether tolerance among peers grew as adolescence progressed, or
whether as teens grew older did social circumstances evolve that were less organized

around cliques and afforded more flexibility and openness? Another area of research with
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the teens is how the meaning of stigma and its relative significance may shift from
moment to moment, from circumstance to circumstance. It is not as static a situation as
Goffman describes.

Thomas (1988) criticizes Goffman and others following him for overemphasizing
the reactivity of stigmatized individuals and underemphasizing their “skilled
management” of such interactions. He also criticizes Goffman’s neglect of what happens
to stigma over time in intimate or long-term encounters (Frank, 1988). This point was
clearly relevant for the teens with incarcerated mothers who as they grew older usually
shared the experience with certain intimate friends.

Some of the critiques of Goffman go to the essence of the differences. Frank
(1988) sees in Goffman’s analysis ‘no exit’. It is as if the stigma will forever doom the
stigmatized to eternal stigmatization in both their eyes and those of society. Another way
of making this point is that Goffman describes stigma internalization, maintaining that
stigmatized persons organize their self image defensively: they try to appear normal,
mask their stigma, and renegotiate their identity in each new interaction in order to avoid
being found out.

Stigma and resistance. Criticisms of Goffman have come from diverse terrains
such as the disabilities ‘movement, mental health workers, and African Americans
focusing on racism and the AIDS movement. These criticisms emphasize resistance to
stigma by individuals in the context of family, community and social movements and
challenge his central thesis that people with disabilities necessarily accept and internalize
society’s treatment of them as stigmatized and therefore try to hide their disability and

pass as normal.
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Asch and Fine (1988) examined disabilities and stigma, and they presented two
opposing theories of disabilities: a biological-inferiority theory that maintains that the
problems people with disabilities face are based in and caused by physical and mental
handicaps; the minority-group theory maintains that prejudice and society’s
discrimination are the basis of the problem with physical disabilities and handicaps
having a minor roll. These differing frameworks relate to the discussion of counter
hegemony and reframing the discourse about stigma.

Cross (1991) challenges the research that led to the image of the self-hating Negro
that emerged from studies in the 1940’s, 50’s and 60°s and played a role in the decision
of Brown V. Board of Education. This early research corresponds to Goffman’s
assumption that people being stigmatized internalize the beliefs of those he calls
“normals.” Cross argued that there is a big difference between personal identity and
group identity. He maintained that in the majority of Black families parents were able to
engender a great deal of psychological strength in their children and that this strength was
a victory that parents could give to their children. The next generation was helped by
socialization not just within the family but through the church and the community.

A similar argument is made by Ward (1996) in her work about the role of truth
telling in the psychological development of African American girls. Ward describes the
sense of individual and personal self-worth that is characteristic of black girls and the
high level of self-esteem, in spite of the fact that large numbers of black girls grow up in
the difficult conditions of having a single parent, being from low income families in
urban communities, and often facing crime. The socialization of black girls through their

families includes the refusal to allow oneself to become stifled by victimization or to
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accept an ideology of victim-blame. Instead, the culture teaches about the role of racism
and this mitigates self-abnegation while fostering self-esteem.

Stigma, stereotypes and the whole person. What is the relationship between a
particular stigma and the broader stereotypes and prejudices that boys and girls of color
and/or poverty have to deal with as they face or challenge “perverse representations of
themselves and their “deficits” and “pathologies”? The stereotypes that the teen with
incarcerated mothers have to overcome go beyond the issues of having a mother in
prison. Young people who have a mother in prison usually are negotiating challenges to
their sense of themselves every day in the media, in the news, in advertisements, and in
how they may be looked at or treated in stores, schools, and everyday interactions.
Usually they are boys and girls of color, of poverty, or both, and they come face to face
with perverse representations of themselves and their “deficits” and “pathologies.”
Without looking at it more broadly, it is hard to know how this particular stigma fits into
their broader sense of self and their broader range of experiences. Goffman (1963)
generally speaks of a single stigma; he does not speak to other attributes that may be
stereotyped or stigmatized, nor to the place of the stigma within the whole life and
identity of a person.

Lorde, (1984) writing from the perspective of a Black-American lesbian, has
described the challenge of having several oppressed identities, of “...constantly being
encouraged to pluck out some one aspect of [you]self and present this as the meaningful
whole, eclipsing or denying the other parts of self” (p. 120). Lorde goes on to speak
about the significance for people to simultaneously feel accepted in all the important

aspects of their identities. This view is about a person’s feeling about self, but not so
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much about an internalization of the hatred or degradation but more about the damage of
denial of one part of self and how that distorts oneself. Here again, the person is viewed
as multidimensional with the stigmatized self only a part of the whole.

Frank (1988) says that Goffman (1963)was writing in a particular social era and
focusing on particular kinds of stigma. Stigma has been resisted and challenged over and
over by individual acts of people who do not accept or give in to it. On the one hand
Goffman lays out real issues that are useful in looking at stigma, and on the other hand,
he does not give adequate room for the level of resistance, individual and personal as well
as social and political, and to the way in which zeroing in on stigma can reduce a person
dealing with stigma to a stigmatized person.

Social movements such as the civil rights movement, disabilities movement, gay
movement, or the HIV/AIDS movement have not simply tried to resist stigma, each has
been involved in a reshaping of the landscape of our country, changing the ways in which
masses of people looked at the people whom they had stigmatized and at themselves. The
minority-group theory that is referred to above helps to reframe the issue of stigma as one
that is not primarily located in the person who is different from the “normals” as
Goffman calls them, but rather represents a problem of prejudice and social
discrimination within the society. Individuals struggling against the discrimination and
the prejudice not only are refusing to internalize the views of society but, in fact, see
themselves as trying to improve society by struggling against the prejudice. Context
affects how stigma has an impact on individuals—historical, social and individual. And
individuals can experience stigma in different ways at the same time and at different

times.
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Space

The construct of space provided a lens through which to look at the experience of
these teens in this study and their mothers. Examples of these issues include:

e How do the young people create for themselves dreams, a sense of well-being
and self-esteem, the space to create counter narratives about their lives and
counter narratives about their mothers and their relationships with them?

e How do they create the psychic space away from the pressure of stigma and
stereotypes?

e What is the role of the physical space of the children’s center inside the prison in
the creation of new relationships among their peers, with their mothers, and new
thoughts of self?

e  What is the role of ritual and tradition in the creation of the space of a counter
culture to that of the dominant “bad mother?”

The notion of space allows us to tap into the human capacity to do more than what is
expected or defined, within existing constraints to expand them.

The concept of ‘space’ is useful for examining numerous Ways in which
domination takes place and people challenge it (Keith & Pile, 1993). The constant
struggle to create space by women in prison and their children is a basis for imagining an
alternative representation of them, a representation instead that they create through their
efforts to be full complex human beings. Physical space intertwines with identity. Keith
and Pile speak about “the relation between identity and the spaces through which identity

is both produced and expressed” (p. 89).
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Marginalized groups have almost always looked for places where they could be
free of the dominant society. Evans and Boyte (1992) in Free Spaces explore the history
of popular social movements and how they create independent social spaces and
oppositional subcultures. They look at phenomena from the origins of the English
working class, Black churches and families maintaining Black resistance and Black
culture, populism and feminist consciousness raising groups. Fraser, cited in (Weis &
Carbonell-Medina, 2000) talks about why “marginals” need to have spaces where they
can create their own identities and interests in opposition to the pressure of stereotypes.
Both Barry (2000) and Wolfe (1997) speak about the establishment of bars or nightclubs
or community centers that lesbians and gays have set up for themselves.

Young people, not only adults, need space to be who they want to be, to free
themselves from stereotypes surrounding them or from outright stigmatizing. Weis and
Fine (2000b) illustrate that youth with adult support create spaces to escape the
stereotypes, stigma, and limitations on themselves flowing from many situations
including: gender and sexuality; racism; pregnancy and teenagers; and immigrant status.

The Roles of Physical Space

In some situations a central physical space is part of the core that creates the
possibility for psychic and cultural space. Barry (2000), in “Sheltered Children,”
describes the role of a club room used to gather by gay and lesbian and bisexual youth.
The physical space gives them a place to be together, away from the “surveillance” that
they experience from straight teens. It became a place where they could relax and not
always worry about defending themselves. One of the youths said “I now knew there

were people there that I knew felt the same way I did, so I felt more comfortable coming
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to them, I guess.” (p. 90). The club room transcended a simple place to gather. It
became, instead, a free space in which the youth could work out issues that affected all
areas of their lives, a site that was transformative as well as recuperative. And they were
not just exploring issues of gay identity. They brought with them all aspects of their
identities, hidden and public.
Cultural Space Moves across Geographic Confines

Another way of looking at space is one that is not defined by a single place but
rather one that floats. In looking at the “floating” Vietnamese immigrant/refugee cultural
spaces, Craig Centrie cites Paul Gilroy (1993) who writes about the cultural experience of
“Blackness” stretching between continents. Centrie writes about “an immigrant ‘free
space’ that may be viewed as a cultural/conceptual space held together by a biography of
oppression, a yearning for freedom and a commitment to the collective rearing of
youth..., ” traveling across generations, different communities, taking place in homes,
and ceremonial rituals, less bound by specific geographic location (2000, p. 65). A
question that this study examines is the meaning for the teens of relationships with their
mothers and with their peers in spite of separation by space and location.
Tr:aditions and Rituals Create Cultural Space

Traditions can play a role in the creation of cultural space. Traditions that have
existed over many generations can be a crucial part of maintaining the identity of new
generations, in spite of upheavals and immigration. Centrie (2000) describes how the
Vietnamese who have immigrated to the United States emphasize traditional culture, and
Confucianism and Taoist beliefs. He describes the annual Tet celebrations and their role

in the Vietnamese belief in the collective responsibility for children. New traditions can
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be consciously created in order to create the space of alternative subcultures. Although
Hobsbawm (1983) writes about medieval England, religion and the nation states, his
concept of ‘invented and inventing traditions’ are a useful framework:

“Inventing tradition” is taken to mean a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or
tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature which seek to inculcate certain
values and norms of behavior by repetition which automatically implies continuity with
the past....They are responses to novel situations which take the form of reference to old
situations (p. 1-2).

Rituals can also create space, contributing meaning and values to
individuals and to social groups. Connerton writes, “...rites have the capacity to give
value and meaning to the life those who perform them” (1989, p. 44), and he emphasizes
the role of physical activity in rites, referring to this as the “bodily incorporation’ of
memory.” Inside of the prison special visiting area for mothers and children, traditions

and rituals were part of creating a culture supporting positive mother-child relationships

and challenging the stigma associated with mothers in prison.

Architecture and Space
Bloomer and Moore (1977) extend the connection between body and memory into
architecture,

Although we cannot see the inside of our body, we do develop memories of an
inside world that include a panorama of experiences taken from the environment
and etched into the ‘feelings’ of our identity over a lifetime of personal
encounters with the world. These centerplaces in the house are the regions where
the memories of the self can be ritualized and new memories belonging to the
family can be accumulated and reexperienced (p. 49-50).

Bachelaud (1964) says,

...the house we were born in has engraved within the hierarchy of the various
functions of inhabiting...The word habit is too worn a word to express this
passionate liaison of our bodies which do not forget, with an unforgettable house
(p. 14-15).
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The physical components of the mother-child visiting area are included in the
memories and associations of the participants as they reflected on their high school years

and drew pictures of the mother-child visiting area.

The Different Meanings of Space

Spaces can refer to sites of political resistance, as emphasized in the work of
Evans and Boyte (1992) or, they can be recuperative spaces: “These are places for
breathing, relaxing, or sitting on a couch without the constant arrows of stereotypes and
social hatred” (Weis & Carbonell-Medina, 2000, p. 32).

When Goffman (1961) wrote Asylums, he described prison as a total institution;
no space exists. In Northrop Correctional Facility, a place exists for teens and their
mothers to visit. This study will examine the meaning of such a place in its ability to
create space.

Gloria Anzaldua (1999) uses the term borderlands [la frontera] to mean the space
where contradictory, oppositional, antithetical identities connect and mix, combining in
unpredictable ways. Perhaps this framework can help understand the use of space as the
study explores the contradictory ways that space and oppression exist, interpenetrate, and
are never free of each other.

Space is about an opening-and the opening is not just about space to deal with
stigma, but about creating beyond the defined, beyond the expected. It is about the
creating of a life within the limits that expands the limits. This study sees the concept of
space as never completely free from the realities that are bearing down and enclosing it.

Creating the space to imagine, to transform is also about coming together, of
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communication, of dialogue, part of overcoming the fixed and immovable (Greene,
2000). This research uses physical, psychological, social-cultural, and symbolic concepts
of space. The concepts can be relevant to individuals’ sense of themselves, relationships

between a mother and teen, and a social reality shared by a group.
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Chapter 111

METHODOLOGY

Introduction

The study researched the meanings that a particular group of adults
retrospectively brought to experiences related to having a mother in prison during their
adolescent high school years. The study examined how they constructed relationships
with their mothers and with their peers in a program for teens with mothers in a particular
prison. This chapter is organized by the following sections: Overview of Research
Design; Qualitative Research Approach and Methods; Case study Strategy of Inquiry;
Data Collection; Data Analysis; Limitations.

Overview of Research Design

The research focused on the retrospective meanings that individuals constructed
about their past experiences as teenagers who participated in a program with other teens
with incarcerated mothers who were in one particular prison. It utilized a convenience
sample of eight people in a mixed gender sample for whom each person is a case within
the broader single case of a particular teen program, Dynamic Youth, in a particular
prison, Northrop Correctional Facility.

The purpose of the study and the conceptual frameworks of the inquiry guided the
study’s research questions:
1) What do these eight young adults name as challenges during their high school

years in relation to having a mother in prison?
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2) What are the different meanings these eight young adults have constructed about
their relationships with their mothers across the separation of incarceration during
their high school years?

3) What was the significance they attributed to participating in a program for teens
who also had a mother in prison?

4) What are the different meanings that they have constructed about sharing time,
activities, and space as teens with the other teens and their mothers in the children’s
center inside the prison?

In order to explore these research questions, the study employed a qualitative
research approach that was appropriate for the study’s broad objective of understanding
the complex meanings that the participants constructed about their experiences as
adolescents of having an incarcerated mother and of participating in a program with their
peers who also had incarcerated mothers.

The research was carried out using a case study strategy. A case study focuses on
a single case rather than a study that seeks to generalize through a comparative analysis
or examination of a large number of instances (Reinharz, 1992). The case studied here
was the experience of a particular group of teens with incarcerated mothers at a particular
prison who participated in a particular teen program for themselves and with their
mothers. Each of the eight teens was an additional case within the larger group case
study.

Multiple methods of data collection and analysis were used that allowed for an
exploration of the complex meanings that the participants construct about their adolescent

years relating to having an incarcerated mother (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). Methods of
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data collection and analysis included individual interviews, a focus group interview, and
archival data analysis. The individual interviews and focus group were carried out with a
semi-structured interview that allowed for greater participation by participants and
openness to new themes (Fontana & Frey, 2000). All data collected for the study was
recorded, transcribed, and securely stored by the researcher.

Data analysis for the study was carried out across all three data sources of
interviews, a focus group, and archival material. The interview protocol and the data
analysis were guided by three areas of thematic concern: the psychology of motherhood
from a perspective of social construction; adolescent development with a focus on
adolescent-mother relationships, adolescent peer relationships, and identity; and the
concepts of space seen through physical, psychological, interpersonal and symbolic
lenses.

Qualitative Methodology

A qualitative research approach that is both interpretive and meaning-making was
suitable for this research study. Central features of qualitative research that related to the
study include: the importance of context; emphasis on the perspective of the participants;
social construction of reality as a base; reflective capability of the investigator (Flick,
Kardoff, & Steinke, 2004). A qualitative stance is situated activity that acknowledges the
subjectivities of researcher and participant (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000a; Tolman & Brydon-
Miller, 2001). The methods were relational because they acknowledged and involved
relationships between researcher and participants (Tolman & Brydon-Miller, 2001). A
qualitative research approach allowed for the exploration of the complex meanings that

adults gave retrospectively to their adolescent years of having an incarcerated mother and
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of being in a program with other youth and their incarcerated mothers. These meanings
emerged through an interview protocol that was immersed in the theoretical framework
and themes relating to the psychology of motherhood, adolescent development, and the
concepts of space through the lenses of physical, psychological, interpersonal and
symbolic.

A qualitative research stance means that the role and identity of the researcher is a
dynamic factor in the research process from beginning to end. The researcher carries the
responsibility of explicitly acknowledging subjectivity as a researcher. This includes
personal values, identities, and life experiences because they all influence the research:
the choice of what to study and see; the methodology for analysis of data; and the
interpretation and representation of the data (Chase, 2005; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000a;
Tierney, 2000).

Multiple methods were used as a strategy within the qualitative research to look
at experience and meanings from different points of view, places, recognizing that
multiple methods reflect a commitment to being open to difference, heterogeneity and
contradiction (Weis & Fine, 2000c).

The researcher analyzed, interpreted, and theorized about the observed
phenomena. The desired end product of the investigation was a holistic description and
interpretation of the phenomena from a deeply focused narrow study (Merriam, 1988) p.
35).

Case Study Methodology
The qualitative case study was chosen as a strategy of inquiry. A case study is an
examination of a particular phenomenon including but not limited to a program, a

community, individuals, a group, and an event (Merriam, 1988). The use of the term case
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study was useful for the investigation because young adults were interviewed who were
part of a particular group of teens with incarcerated mothers. They had the experience of
being in a particular program in which they spent time with each other outside of the
particular prison and in the prison visiting room as peers who had in common the
experience of having an incarcerated mother. They visited their mothers regularly, and
spent time with all the teens and their mothers in a particular visiting space, the children’s
center. These specific qualities create a single case among teens with incarcerated
mothers. By calling it a case, attention is drawn to the fact that it is a particular, if not a
unique, situation (Merriam, 1988; Reinharz, 1992; Stake, 2000).

Merriam (1988) summarizes four characteristics that are essential properties of
qualitative case studies and that also characterize this research: particularistic;
descriptive; heuristic; and inductive (11-12). Particularistic means that the case focuses
on a particular situation, taking a holistic view about it. Descriptive means that the final
product of the case study will be have a rich “thick” description of the phenomenon under
study; the phrase “thick” description (Geertz, 1983, p. 10) was first used in anthropology
to mean detailed and rich description of the phenomenon under study. Heuristic means
that the case study can bring about the discovery of new meanings about the phenomenon
for the reader, to extend the reader’s experience or confirm what is known. Inductive
means that the process of doing case study research may involve discovery of new
relationships and concepts rather than verification of predetermined hypotheses. Case
study research that is qualitative in nature emphasizes, “...description and interpretation

within a bounded context” (Merriam, 1988, p. 21).
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Case studies are carried out using one or more methods including interviews,
focus groups, archival analysis, surveys, and literary analysis, among others (Merriam,
1988; Reinharz, 1992). This study utilized interviews, a focus group, and archival data.

A case study is both a process of inquiry and the product of that study. An
intrinsic case study is one that is undertaken because, first and last, the researchers want a
better understanding of a particular case. At least temporarily, the researcher subordinates
other curiosities so that the stories of those “living the case” will be teased out. An
instrumental case study is a particular case that is examined mainly to provide insight
into an issue or to redraw a generalization. The case is of secondary interest; it plays a
supportive role and it facilitates our understanding of something else (Stake, 2000).

The researcher had both interests, the particular and the general, and Stake defines this
as a “zone of combined purpose” with no line distinguishing intrinsic case study from
instrumental (2000, p. 437). The lives of the individuals and the meaning of the
experience for them (cases within a case) was a focus along with the experience of the
teens in this specific context. Yet, of equal interest was how this particular set of
experiences relates to theories about motherhood, adolescent development, space, and to
policies which might have a positive impact on the lives of teens with incarcerated
mothers.

A key epistemological question relating to case studies and other qualitative research
such as life history work is “What can be learned from that single case?” (Chase, 2005;
Greene, 1995; Merriam, 1988; Reinharz, 1992; Runyan, 1982; Stake, 2000). Issues of
the particular and the general are strong themes in the case study approach. In this

research, the researcher had an intrinsic interest in the case chosen to study. Yet, of equal
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interest was what might be learned to contribute to broader understandings beyond the
particular case. This researcher relied on different approaches to assigning meaning of a
case study beyond the individual case. According to Chase (2005), some researchers have
a perspective that any narrative is significant because it contributes to our understandings
of what might be within a given context. Maxine Greene’s thinking about the role of
research and the arts as inspiring the imagination (1995) pushes us further to the notion
that readers can take a leap from research findings “...to what might be, rather than only
understanding (or naturalizing) what is” (Fine, 2006). Stake says “The utililty of case
research to practitioners and policy makers is in its extension of experience” (2000).
Reinharz (1992) says that although case studies may not be able to establish a
generalization, they can raise questions about or even invalidate existing generalizations
and suggest new research directions. Each of the above contributed to the researcher’s
thinking about what can be learned from a single case.
Selection of Case

The researcher selected the present case because it was one with which she was
familiar for the following reasons. The case was one that allowed her to draw on in-depth
knowledge and connection to the adults whom she would be interviewing. She had
known the adult participants from the time that they were either children or entering
adolescence. She was an inmate responsible for facilitating the teen program. She
worked with the participants during their high school years when they were in the
program and so had a relationship with them over time. The life experiences of these

particular former teens were ones with which she was familiar. She chose this study to
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both explore the enormous challenges they had faced as teens and to discover positive
possibilities the experience might point to.

The case studied was one in which the researcher had been interested and had
access to. The case is not representative. It differs in key aspects from the vast majority of
situations faced by teens with mothers in prison. These differences include the regularity
of visiting with mothers, the sharing of activities with peers with incarcerated mothers
both in and out of the prison, and the sharing activities with all of the peers and their
mothers in a space designed for shared activities in the prison. The researcher believed
that the case study presented here, although not representative, offered an opportunity to
develop knowledge that could contribute to constructive thinking about the broader issues
of teens with incarcerated mothers. Study of an atypical case can inform and enrich our
understanding of the more representative cases (Merriam, 1988; Reinharz, 1992; Stake,
2000).

Cases within a Case

Eight young adult men and women were participants in the study. The criteria for
selection were that they all were participants in the teen program when they were in high
school and they participated in the program for two to five years. In addition, all but one
were interviewed about their relationships with their mothers, their peers and with the
program when they were teenage high school students. There is archival data that was
used to look at the development of their views over time as they are now no longer in the
program and are all adults. By the time of the interviews, all participants were over the
age of 18 and were either in school and/or working. The basic demographic information

about the participants is set out in Table 1.
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Table 1 (2006)
Demographics of Participants

N=8
AGE GENDER | RACE/ETHNICITY EDUCATIONAL LEVEL
18-22yrs |M F | Black Latino White | Finished Some In
High School. College Graduate School
8 4 4 |5 2 1 1 6 1

The basic criterion for selection of the particular cases was that the young adults
who were part of the study were both accessible and eager to participate. In essence, this
was a sample of convenience as defined by practicality, accessibility and willingness to
participate. In addition, they are all women and men who were active members of the
program. All of their mothers were serving long sentences, and therefore they
participated in the program from two to four years and in several cases, for 6 years.

There was variety within the group. When they entered the teen program, some of
their mothers had been in prison since they were toddlers, whereas others lost their
mothers to incarceration when they were 11. This means that both their ages when their
mothers were incarcerated and the amount of time they had been separated from their
mothers varied greatly. The path that each teen has chosen since graduating from high
school varies. All are working and most have attended college for some period of time
but each of their paths is unique and contributes to variety. Another aspect of variety is
gender and ethnic background. Thus, choices were made to assure variety and ensure that
the participants were representative of the teens who participated in the program.

Table 2 reviews some of the characteristics of the variety, the description of the

variation and the numbers of participants in each category.
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Table 2.
Variety in the Sample
N=8
VARIABLE RANGE N
OVER 12 YRS 2
Age of participant at
time of mother’s 6-12 YRS 3
incarceration
UNDER 6 YRS 3
Length of sentence 20 + YEARS 4
of the mother
10+ YEARS 4
Criminal justice Mother paroled 1
system status
Mother still
incarcerated 7
Caregiver Maternal 5
grandmother
1
Father
2
Other relatives
Multiple caregivers
over time* Different relatives 2
Present activities Work and education 6
work 2

*Two participants lived with different relatives during their childhood, changing
both caregivers and locations.
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The researcher chose to do a retrospective study because she wanted to interview
young adults instead of children who are vulnerable. The researcher chose to interview
young adults who were in stable situations of employment and/or school and were either
self-supporting or receiving support from their families. This stability also minimized
vulnerability for young adults who have faced enormous challenges when they were
younger and in high school. Those in the case study have overcome challenges and are
still struggling.

Data Collection

Multiple methods were used in order to increase the depth of understanding of the
experience that was being investigated. Multiple methods can contributed to rigor, depth
and breadth, complexity, and richness to an investigation and are referred to as
triangulation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000a; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Weis & Fine, 2000c).
The study primarily utilized the following qualitative data collection methods: interviews
and a focus group. It also relied on archival analysis of secondary sources such as
monthly reports, transcripts of video interviews, writings of the interviewees when they
were teenagers, photos, and personal notes.

Interviews

The primary method of data collection was a series of in-depth semi-structured
open-ended interviews which were conducted in the spring and summer of 2006 with
eight young adults. They retrospectively examined their adolescent high school years of
coping with having an incarcerated mother and the experience of being part of a program
with other teens with incarcerated mothers and being with all the incarcerated mothers

and teens together. The main goal of the interviews was to learn about the central themes
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and questions of this study in the lives of the people who were interviewed. The purpose
of the interview was “...to obtain descriptions of the life world of the interviewee with
respect to interpreting the meaning of the described phenomenon” (Kvale, 1996, p. 5-6).

The semi-structured interviews followed the four major research questions. A
semi-structured interview is one that is neither an open conversation nor a highly
structured conversation. The semi-structured nature offers flexibility as well as technique
for focusing on each of the four main questions (Fontana & Frey, 2000). An interview
protocol focused on the themes relating to the research questions: the psychology of
motherhood, adolescent development, and the concepts of space, as well as drawing from
additional suggested questions from the participants. Interview protocols were designed
to elicit each participant’s narrative, allowing for the emerging worldview of the
respondent, and new ideas on the topics (Merriam, 1988). The interviews were pre-
arranged with the time and place that were convenient for the adult participant. At a
minimum, an hour and a half was planned for the first interview, with an understanding
that they could take more or less time. The second interview followed up on issues that
were raised or not raised after reviewing the transcript.

In order to develop a more complete picture of the context that the adolescents
drew on to build relationships with their peers and with their mothers, the researcher
interviewed the woman who was the director of all of the programs for children and
mothers in the prison during the time period of the research. Now retired, she offered the
possibility of enriching a comprehensive picture of the context and included the
perspectives as well as the activities of a person who was involved in creating the

context.
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Each interview was tape-recorded. Then, the tapes were transcribed verbatim. The
researcher reviewed each tape to create additional questions that emerged from the
interviews. The interviews were an opportunity not just for obtaining answers but for
learning what questions to ask and how to ask them. The transcripts of the interviews
were given to the participants for reading and review. Confidentiality was maintained by
using pseudonyms in transcribed materials for people and locations so that real names
would not appear.

The research interview from a qualitative stance has the objective of
understanding from the point of view of the participants, the themes which relate to their
lives (Merriam, 1988). The researcher approached the interviews as a traveler, to use the
metaphor developed by Kvale (1996). He introduces the metaphor of two ways of
looking at the interview process and goal: that of a miner searching for gold or that of a
traveler. For the traveler, knowledge is seen as having a constructive nature, created
through the interaction of the partners in the interview conversation.

The issue of power between interviewer and participant is of central concern in
qualitative research. Tierney (2000) and Chase (2005) both look at the interview process,
the data analysis and the representation as presenting choices that can change the power
between the interviewer and interviewee and that build on the interpretive and subjective
aspects of life history work. Tierney (2000) from a postmodern perspective says “The
challenge to us as researchers is to ensure that individuals are not the object of our
discourses, but rather the agents of complex, partial, and contradictory identities that help

transform the worlds they and we inhabit” (p. 545).
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Chase (2005) says that rather than seeing the interview as one of an interviewer-
interviewee, it should be seen as the narrator and listener. It is the very material of the
stories that interviewers need to listen to and really hear if they are to enter into an
individual’s life and see it through his or her eyes. This approach is a conceptual change
from the more accepted idea of the role of the interviewers, namely to ask questions of
the interviewees and get their answers. This approach sees the interviewees as narrators
who have stories that they want to tell in their own voice. The job of the interviewer is to
listen and hear.

The researcher viewed the qualitative interview as an art (2003) as well as a craft,
as defined by Mishler (Kvale, 2003, p. 289). In each case, it requires of the researcher not
just a set of methods but the experience and maturity of the researcher. The researcher
saw the interview as engaged or active or collaborative (Rapley, 2004). Yet, she
recognized that it was not the same as a conversation because as interviewer the
researcher had a great deal of control in defining the issues, in determining what issues to
pursue, and in deciding when to open and close conversations. However, an interactive
process allows for a more unpredicted exchange to take place. The interviewer asks
questions and not only listens but comments, engages the person involved, and travels
with the conversation that the participant also helped to guide (Rapley, 2004). In
accordance with the researcher’s emphasis on participation, the interview included
questions from the participants, ideas from them for the interview protocols and ideas for
what they would tell other teens with mothers in prison. Participants also drew a picture

of the children’s center space and discussed their drawing.
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Focus Group

One focus group was conducted after the first individual interviews and before the
second individual interviews. The focus group occurred after the preceding initial
individual interviews were conducted, transcribed, and preliminarily analyzed. The first
individual interviews gave rise to issues that were further explored in the focus group
context of interactions among the participants.

The choice to use a focus group in addition to one-on-one interviews followed, in
part, from the researcher’s epistemological stance, the particular nature of the subject
matter, and her values. A focus group helps to contextualize the investigation, creating a
social context that directly relates to the research questions. Focus groups encourage
interaction among the participants and allow people to change their opinions in the course
of discussion with others (Krueger, 1997). A focus of the study was relationships among
the peers and the meaning of those relationships for the young people. By bringing
together the now young adults into a focus group, the participants were once again
together, to examine the meanings that their time together held for them.

The focus group created a more natural and less artificial context than an
individual interview. Bringing together participants mirrored to some degree a context
that they had had in the past when they were together in overnights, participating in rap
groups, taking trips, and just hanging out, when natural conversations occurred. The
social context of the focus group among people who had known each other over time as
friends, helped to create a more natural context for discussing the issues (Kamberelis &

Dimitriadis, 2005; Madriz, 2000; Wilkinson, 1999).
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Focus groups can help to facilitate an examination of past collective experience.
There was social interaction between the participants, shared memories, differences, and
building off of each other in a similar context that they were prompted to remember.
Individual and collective memories were stimulated by the synergy that occurred because
of the dynamics among a group of people (Fontana & Frey, 2000; Kamberelis &
Dimitriadis, 2005).

Another strength of focus groups related to altering the power relationships
between researcher and participants. As much as the researcher might want to see an
interview as a constructive conversation, she also recognizes the power relationships
because she designed the study, the focus, and the questions. She controls the technology,
has the overview, and the power of age, education, and social status. When the young
adults were in a group together, they outnumbered the researcher and had the strength of
their relationships with one another; this very context helped alter the power dynamics
(Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005; Madriz, 2000; Wilkinson, 1999). In the focus group
there was a lot of poking fun at the researcher, in particular at how she used to facilitate
the rap groups. Although as facilitator she had imposed a serious task of talking about
serious things, the teens had always struggled with this seriousness. In the focus group,
with all of them together, they outnumbered the researcher/former facilitator and framed
the rap group experience as both a task that interrupted their fun and also as something
important. This duality might not have emerged except for the power dynamic being
changed.

Finally, a focus group is different from the method of an individual interview and

it may lead to different or contradictory data from individual interviews. This is the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



94

strength in using multiple methods. It is necessary to be aware of the differences in
responses from individual interviews and focus group interviews (Weis & Fine, 2000c).
The most striking contribution of the focus group was the theme of fun. The focus group
was filled with laughter, with memories of times together and individuals that led to
laughter and an atmosphere of fun, very reminiscent of the times they used to spend
together. The experience of the focus group made clear that having fun was central part
of their experience. This emerged from the individual interviews in their words, but the
focus group enacted it.

Focus group methodology capitalizes on the richness and complexity of group
dynamics. It allows for proliferation of multiple meanings and perspectives as well as for
interactions between and among the participants. This should enable both researchers and
participants to understand how varied the possibilities are for interpretations of
experiences (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005).

Stories

In both individual interviews and focus groups, participants were asked to tell
stories about their experiences relating to the research questions. Stories are a basic way
to communicate, and as a narrative form they are basic to learning and memory (Bruner,
1998). Stories provided a number of strengths for the goals of the research: stories
allowed the voices of the participants to emerge; stories were a way to highlight the
emphasis on meaning-making, and on the role of the participants in defining self and
reality. Stories also highlighted the uniqueness of people and actions rather than their
common properties (Chase, 2005). The stories had rich detail that helped to see the

complexity of lives and contexts being explored and they had a point of view, allowing
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the story tellers to participate in making meaning out of their own lives during the
research process (Leichter, 2001).

As Genishi has written (1992) there is a relationship between dialogue,
collaboration and stories. The telling of stories by participants was a way to avoid the
more distant and possibly authoritative interview in which the researcher asks the
question and gets an answer. The telling of stories created a process of collaboration
between the researcher and the participants because stories become a way that a
participant engages in thinking and meaning-seeking and meaning making (Genishi,
1992). As such, the stories became a means through which participants actually
contributed to creating the knowledge about their own reality. Telling stories can allow
participants to participate in the understanding and creating of theory (Genishi, 1992). As
Genishi (1992) says the stories allow them to be actors, people who are doing something.
It is these features that the methodology tried to honor.

Stories also facilitate communication; they can humanize research because of the
nature of the discourse, and therefore transform the process of research from an abstract
and possibly obscure one to one that is more accessible to a broader range of interested
social groups (Genishi, 1992).

Nevertheless, the power of the participant that emerged from telling the story
cannot compete with the ultimate power of the researcher who is responsible fof telling
the story of the case, and who makes choices at every stage of the research from design,

to data collection, data analysis, and representation and presentation.
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Archival Data

Archival documents provided an additional lens to the interviews and focus
groups. They included but were not limited to formal proposals relating to the program,;
monthly reports about the program; writings by the participants when they were teens, a
transcript of interviews of the participants when they were teens; photos of activities
with the participants when they were teens; and notes written by myself, the researcher.
(Hodder, 2000). Such documents that are close to speech required a contextualized
interpretive approach (Hodder, 2000). Whenever possible the researcher had
conversations about the materials with the participants in the study. This interaction that
is central to the qualitative methodology and contributed to the interpretive approach
(Hodder, 2000).

The individual interviews with the participants who had incarcerated mothers
provided an understanding of each unique individual and the meanings that she or he
gave to their experiences. The focus group emphasized the relationships between the
individuals. The interview with the former director of the children’s center programs
made a particular contribution to understand the meanings of space in its different
manifestations-physical, psychological, interpersonal and symbolic in the development of
both teen-mother relationships, peer relationships and identity within the larger program
and community.

Data Analysis
Data collection and data analysis are a simultaneous activity in qualitative

research; this iterative and continuous process can continue as the data is collected
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(Bogdan & Biklen, 2003; Krueger, 1997). The researcher read each interview and focus
group several times, listened to what was being said, before even beginning to take notes.

The researcher used “open-coding,” meaning that as the researcher she identified
potential themes through bringing together examples from the text (Denzin & Lincoln,
2000b). The researcher worked back and forth between data and categories of themes
defined by the research interests and reflected in the interview protocol such as the
psychology of adolescent-mother relationships, adolescent peer relationships, and
concepts of space; these themes are tied to the larger theoretical constructs that framed
the research study. Examples of theoretical constructs included but were not limited to:
the psychology of motherhood as a social construction (P. H. Collins, 1994; Glenn,
1994); the family as a product of cultural and social conditions (P. H. Collins, 1991;
Stack, 1974); the role of relationships and connection in adolescent development
(Gilligan, 1982); and space as a framework for understanding identity and relationships
among marginalized youth (Evans & Boyte, 1992; Weis & Fine, 2000a; Wright, 1983).
Each concept was assigned a code as a way to classify and group like concepts (Auerbach
& Silverstein, 2003; Bogdan & Biklen, 2003).

“In vivo” categories, those arising from participants’ own accounts, were used
adding, as needed, to the coding scheme (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000b). The research was
shaped by the researcher’s perspectives and theoretical positions, yet the researcher was
in dialogue with the participants and the transcripts, and was attentive to emergent themes
relating to the experience of teens with incarcerated mothers in a peer program and was

not bounded by the categories that she had begun with (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003; Denzin
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& Lincoln, 2000b). The researcher entered the process using theory and at the same time
made an effort to be open to the unexpected.

Constant comparison between the case under study and other cases was not used
(Denzin & Lincoln; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). However, when the researcher examined
cases within the case, those of the individual participants, she looked carefully at
differences between the cases inside the case as she deepened her understanding of the
different perceptions and experiences among the teens; this was part of deepening an
understanding and developing the richness of a case study. The researcher carried out
both individual coding and cross individual coding and narrative sequence within an
individual and within the discussions of the program as a whole. This approach allowed
her to both develop understandings that emerge from looking at a number of individuals
as well as to understand themes as they emerged within an individual and the narrative
sequences.

The researcher relied on memos that she wrote to help record relationships
among themes and to record her thinking about what she read (Orona, 1990). The
researcher also utilized diagrams that she constructed to depict relationships between
people, between people and context, and perhaps to integrate relationships between
concepts (Orona, 1990). Conversations with research participants were utilized to further
develop concepts and categories (Weis & Fine, 2000c).

The analysis of combined data sources of interviews with former teens with
incarcerated mothers, the focus group, the interview with a former director of the mother-
child programs, and archival analysis created the possibility of triangulation.

Triangulation is used in qualitative research to add “...rigor, depth and breadth....” to an
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investigation (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). The researcher was cognizant of the fact that as

a researcher in the proposed qualitative study, she was also doing her own meaning

making throughout the research process (Lawrence Lightfoot, 1997; Merriam, 1988).
Limitations and Opportunities

A significant limitation lies in the area of generalizability. The number of
participants was limited to eight and all were involved in a single case as participants in a
program that took place in a particular prison. These factors limit the generalizability of
the study. However, an in-depth study of a single case, even one such as this that has
unusual conditions such as that of bringing teens together and visiting the mothers
altogether, allows for questioning existing literature and suggests new possible directions
for research. Moreover, in contrast to a positivist methodological approach, central to the
qualitative methodology used in this research is the importance of social, political, and
historical contexts. The research is situated inside of a particular site and is looking at the
meaning of those particulars for the participants.

A second limitation was that of utilizing a sample of convenience. Such a sample
limited the variety of the possible participants. Other participants from the teen program
during the same time period included one teen mother, several teens who did not graduate
from high school and one whose behavior led to legal problems. The choice of the
researcher to work with these particular 8 participants was based on practicality,
accessibility and willingness to participate. An attempt for made at diversity in race and
ethnicity; half the participants are male and half are female. There are variations in ages
of the young adults at time of mothers’ arrests, length of sentence, situation with

caregivers, and other variables such as neighborhoods and access to resources. However,
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a larger more inclusive sample size would have provided a greater representation in the
study’s descriptions of the teens’ meaning making in the study.

A third limitation lies in the use of data regarding the teens’ meaning-making
from a retrospective point of view. There may be variation among the participants in the
ability to recount the day to day issues that they faced. Moreover, they are now not just a
few years older, but in a different stage of their lives. No longer in high school, they all
succeeded in graduating and are in a different relationship both with their mothers and
within themselves. As young adults, their perspective on their teen years may be different
from their perspective when they were actually teens. On the other hand, a retrospective
viewpoint is valuable in that it allows participants to reflect on an earlier period in their
lives and to contribute from the point of distance.

A central limitation relating to a qualitative design, as seen from the lens of a
positivist framework, relates to the issue of subjectivity. This arises in relation to the
reliance on self-reported information from the participants as a major part of the data and
on the close relationship of the researcher to the participants, their mothers and the
experience under examination. In so far as the qualitative design of the study involves the
goal of understanding the participants’ meaning-making of their experience, the basic
data needed to come from the participants themselves. Although there are the limitations
of self-reporting being skewed by social acceptability, this limitation must be seen in the
context of the purpose of the research and its overall design.

The impact of the researcher is assumed by qualitative researchers to be a factor
in carrying out research. The researchers’ own social identities and values—i.e.

subjectivities, must be acknowledged at the outset and throughout the research process.
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The embedded subjectivity of the researcher can easily be understood to be a limitation.
It was of interest to me to discover ways in which it might be a strength. The following
section explores the relationship of the researcher to the investigative process.

Role of the Researcher

[Note: This section is written in the personal voice]

She died a famous woman denying

Her wounds

denying

her wounds came from the same source as her power
(Rich, 1977, p. 3)

A qualitative research stance means that the role and identity of the researcher is a
dynamic aspect of the research process from beginning to end. The researcher carries the
responsibility of being aware and acknowledging, as a researcher, who one is: one’s
values and beliefs, identities, and life experiences; one’s relationships to the issues and
people being investigated; class, race, ethnic, and power dynamics; questions as to the
relationship and responsibilities to the person and/or community where the research is
carried out; and examination of methodologies in light of these issues. They all impact
on the research, from choice of what to study and see, or not study and see, the
methodology chosen, the analysis of data, and the interpretation and writing of it; and
these have to be made explicit (Chase, 2005; Cole & Knowles, 2001; R. Collins, 1982;
Eisner, 2003; Stewart, 1994). My awareness of my role as researcher has been a major

part of my methodology. My sponsor determined that I could be my own rater based on
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her own reading and rereading of interview data throughout earlier drafts of the thesis.
However, it is a limitation of the study that I didn’t have a corroborating reader.
Strong Reflexivity

Harding (1993, p. 136) refers to this process of being aware and acknowledging
as “strong reflexivity”(p. 136) Reflexivity requires self-reflection and it also requires
interaction with others. Reflexivity involves having discussions, sharing the materials,
taking into account challenges to perspectives and interpretations, and then figuring out
how to integrate them in the work (Brydon-Miller & Tolman, 2001; Weis & Fine,
2000c). I have had the opportunity to be in dialogue with the participants as well as with
members of the larger community that the participants are part of, including caregivers,
former civilian staff and inmate staff and women who participated as mothers in the
program and who are now home. I have been concerned with the following areas:
researcher’s identity and position related vis a vis the people being researched; cultural
issues; close-themes reflecting my values and beliefs; ethical issues;

Researcher’s identity and position in relation to the participants in the study. My

own identity contains aspects of being a former prisoner, a mother living for two decades
and sharing a life amongst overwhelmingly Black and Latina women and knowing their
children, and simultaneously, as well as aspects of an educated white professional
politically active intellectual. The complexity of my particular situation is not unique.
Both Twine (2001) and Merton (1972) persuasively claim that people have more than one
signifier, thus they “stand” in more than one situation, while Gameson (2003) explores

historically the changing definitions of identity and categories among gay people.
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The issue of identity in carrying out research is not just about differences and
complexity, but often about power differences between those who are objects of research
and those doing the research. In Decolonizing Methodologies Linda Tuhiwai Smith
(1999) speaks about how research is a significant site of struggle between the colonized
and the colonizer,-referred to by Smith as ‘The Other- and power is sustained in part
through definitions of reality. My political sensibilities made me sensitive to the issues
raised by Smith. Whether a person is an ‘insider’ or ‘an outsider’ in relation to the
research study is an example of an issue relating to power and identity. Merton (1972) is
critical of simple divisions of “insiders” and “outsiders” and explores the complexity and
differences within a large social movement such as the women’s movement or black
liberation movement in which, for example, race and gender create internal
differentiation that makes it unclear who is the real insider or outsider. Denzin, cited in
Fine’s “Working the hyphens: Reinventing self and other in qualitative research (1994)
warns against creating dichotomous categories of self and other and eliminating
overlapping, conflict and complex identities. Collins (1968), writing about Black
academics and Smith (1999), writing about her relationship as an academic to her
indigenous community, both talk about the combined identity as insiders and outsiders.
And a collaborative effort between inside prisoner researchers and outside university
researchers that I participated in as a prisoner led to an assessment of the contributions of
both insiders and outsiders: “We do not see insiders or outsiders as the ‘true’ bearers of
truth or knowledge but we recognize in our souls the relative freedom and therefore
responsibility of outsider researchers to speak critically and constructively with

insiders”(Fine et al., 2003, p. 174).
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In the current study, I viewed myself, the researcher, as very connected to the
people and subject being researched, because of my years living inside the prison. My
experience and identity as a former prisoner still remain a strong part of my work and
sense of self. At the same time, I am a person who came from a more privileged class,
race, and educational background than the youth who participated in this study. Since my
return to society, the very decision and ability to pursue a doctoral degree continues to
build on the combined class and race identity that I was born into. I carried out the
research aware of this complexity, trying to draw on my knowledge and understandings
from living in the world that the participants were talking about, yet also trying to be
aware of real differences.

Cultural issues. The issues of race and class are part of the core of identity and

life experience. As critical race theory has claimed, one’s own culture impacts on what
one can and cannot see or notice (P. H. Collins, 1991; Ladson-Billings, 2000). There is
no simple way to break through the cultural limitations of what I would see or not see
when I came from originally a white educated middle class background interviewing and
writing about eight young adults, seven of whom are youth of color and one is is white
and who grew up in an impoverished section of Brooklyn. Awareness and ongoing
dialogue and openness with participants all contributed to helping me to reinterpret or
notice things that I might have missed; yet, as a person who grew up as part of a
professional middle class white family, I know that there were many things I could not
see and missed either in my data collection or data analysis.

Close-themes reflecting my values and beliefs. The fact that I am close to the

situation being researched should impart the strength of insights and understandings to
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the study. At the same time my own subjectivities are particularly strong because of my
close relationship to the people, the subject matter, and the experiences that are the object
of the study. I needed to be aware of my subjectivities in order to hear what the
participants’ had to say.

I will review several of my core values relating to the research: 1) I value the role
of both a supportive group and a larger community, and a bidirectional relationship
between the individual and the community in which both are sustained and grow; I draw
strength from community and also help generate it; 2) My philosophy of life emphasizes
focusing on the positive as a way of surviving. Awareness of this personal philosophy is
needed in order to capture the diverse and complex coping mechanisms of others and the
existence of negative realities in the situations that others face; 3) I value social action as
a form of personal and collective growth and as a way to make a social contribution.
Each of these issues emerge in the thematic chapters.

Ethical issues. Qualitative research raises ethical issues for researchers. A key issue
for me is the relationship between being a person from a more privileged background in
comparison with those about whom I am doing my research. I have grappled with issues
of race and class and power during all of my adult life both before and during my decades
in prison. These issues have been some of the defining ones in the course of my life’s
choices and actions. In doing the research for this dissertation, I wanted to challenge,
based on my personal experience, the dehumanization that so often defines the view of
the broader society towards people of color, only made more extreme when focused on
children of incarcerated mothers and their mothers. On the other hand, I am aware that

the very possibility that I have of speaking for and about others who have less access
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comes from my own greater privilege and can reinforce the hierarchical power relations
(Alcoff, 1995). I am looking ahead at working with the participants in the study to
collaboratively discuss the different findings. Already, opportunities have arisen for two
of the participants to speak at public forums and my hope is for that outreach to continue
and expand.

Loyalty is another ethical issue that [ faced. When Hornstein (1994) describes the
issues of loyalty to her main subject and to friends and former patients, I thought about a
similar ethical issue in my work. As a formerly incarcerated mother, one who worked
with other mothers leading parenting classes, and who is a friend of the mothers of the
young adults whom I interviewed, I needed to be aware of my own subjectivities and
loyalties and also be aware of how the participants might think about my loyalties. I
wondered whether the participants might hesitate to speak freely about feelings about
their mothers either because I was an incarcerated mother and/or because of my past
friendships with their mothers.

Ethical issues also involve questions such as, what is my responsibility to the
participants and to their communities. Who owns the data? Whose interpretation counts?
Who has veto power? Can the data be used against the participants? Will the data be
used on their behalf? Do researchers have an obligation to protect the communities and
social groups they study or just to guard certain rights of individuals? (Maracek, Fine, &
Kidder, 2003) Fine and Weis (1996) talk about ‘how to best represent treacherous data-
data that may do more damage then good...’(p. 259). Hornstein grapples with the same
issue when discussing feminist biographers: “Every woman’s life is a compromise, and

we do her an injustice not to state its terms” (1994). The question is how to write
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authentically about the community and people in ways that best serve the communities,
the theoretical understandings, and policy.

There are real vulnerabilities that women in prison or on parole have, and there
are personal issues that participants spoke about to me but would not want to be made in
the public. There is not a simple answer to defining and implementing accountability, but
it is an ethical issue that I addressed as I made choices about what and how to present the
data. My challenge was to present the overall story and findings without placing anyone
in a vulnerable situation.

Approaches to Subjectivities, Power, and Ethics

Qualitative and life history researchers have struggled with the issues of
subjectivities, power, and ethics and developed numerous useful approaches. For
example, Alcoff, (1995) addresses the problem of speaking for others and does not accept
the notion that only a person from a particular group should talk about or for that group,
but she does try to lay down some criteria. It is necessary to reflect on the impact of who
we are and context on what we are saying. She argues for a more collective process of
interrogation; there must be accountability and responsibility for what an individual says;
and finally, there is the importance of thinking about the predictable or possible effects of
the words. The act itself of speaking (or writing) by a person of greater privilege about or
for people from more oppressed situations can reinforce the hierarchical power relations.
The speaker is authoritative and empowered, and the less powerful people are reduced to
object and victim who must be helped and championed. Coping with these kinds of issues
relating to power and race and class require constant awareness and creativity by the

researcher.
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Bhavnani (1994) defines three criteria that are useful for qualitative researchers
facing issues of power and subjectivities. She suggests that the guiding principles should
be accountability, partiality and positioning which would raise questions to frame criteria
to evaluate a research study of whether or not subjects are reinscribed into powerlessness;
first, inscription, developing alternative representations and stories to the dominant ones;
second, micropolitics of the research, bringing into view the power of the researcher vis a
vis the researched; and third, deliberately bringing the differences that emerge in the data
integral to the research study instead of ignoring them.

Finally, Fine (1994) speaks to the need for researchers and participants* create
occasions for researchers and informants to discuss what is and is not “happening
between,” with the negotiated relations of whose story is being told, why, to whom, with
what interpretation , and whose story is being shadowed, why, for whom, and with what
consequence.”

These are all guides that I have used and will continue to use as I also utilize
strong reflexivity in the research. My challenge was to name the sites of power and
powerlessness, to be aware of my identity in relationship to the young adults and to the
situation that I am researching, and to develop ways of transforming the experience to
accentuate participation by the participants. As someone who was in prison and also the
object of various researchers who came to the prison, I understand what it feels like to be
the object of a study which is portraying powerlessness and reinforcing powerlessness by
how the study is conceived and carried out. I had the experience of being a mother in
prison with an adolescent son. Yet, power differences are located in race, class,

education, age, among other things. I am not a young person and never was Black, Latin,
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or poor with a mother in prison. And now, I am no longer a prisoner. A key factor in
these interviews is that the participants are young adults, and age was a factor in the
differential of power.

Interpretive Paradigms and Responsibility of the Researcher

Although I am, according to Tierney (2000), involved in an interpretive paradigm,
I must be able to support my interpretation. Runyan (1982) says that the problem of
alternative explanations is one of central significance in psychobiography. The problem
of alternative explanations is not limited to psychobiography. Runyan’s basic position
developed at length is that evidence presented must be reliable and be shown to have
explanatory relevance or force in relation to the events in question. He acknowledges that
there may be more than one interpretation or way of looking at the data because of the
complexity of life, although often only one good explanation will remain after inspection.
There is debate within the field of qualitative research about how to develop standards of
rigor and how to define the ways to do this. Among some feminist researchers there has
been debate as to whether or not to throw out completely the concept of objectivity or
whether to redefine it (Harding, 1993).

I have drawn from Stake (2000) who emphasizes the need for “accurate
description and subjective yet disciplined interpretation; a respect and curiosity for
culturally different perceptions of phenomenon; and empathic representations of local
settings..”(p. 444). And, Stake adds, these must be combined with the most essential
method- that of reflexivity. Reflexivity depends upon reviewing, reflecting and
integrating memories and records of an extended history of a relationship (2000). It is

through sharing the materials and the findings with the participants and others who are
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familiar with the areas of the research that I will continue to evaluate my interpretations
and findings.
Data Representation and Presentation

Choices exist in qualitative research about the role of the researcher in voice,
interpretive authority and representation (Chase, 2005). As researcher I have the goal of
integrating the story told by the participants along with my explicit analysis, yet I had to
make choices as to hdw I did this. I have organized the four thematic chapters in the
following way: the first section of each of the four thematic chapters has the voices of the
young adult participants and an accompanying narrative by me. The second section,
Discussion, involves my analysis and related literature. I chose to separate the discussion
from the presentation of the participants’ voices and issues as a way of allowing the
participants’ experience to present itself sharply, rather than dividing it with my analysis
and commentary with references to literature. Yet, I am responsible for the choices that
lead to questions and to the final analysis. I have been clear and present as someone who
has a strong relationship to the issues, to the participants and to the actual experience
being investigated, although I do not make my own experience a main part of the actual
thematic chapters.

Chase (2005) does a useful job of categorizing three different approaches of

ways to present the voice of the researcher and the voice of the participant:
1) authoritative in which the researcher comments on the words of the participants, using
academic language and assessment from a distance; language separates the researcher
from narrator, and even from self; 2) supportive voice such as is used in testimonios or

books primarily with one voice. In such a situation, it feels as if all one is hearing is the
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narrator. Yet, hidden are the choices made by the researcher such as how to translate and
transcribe; what pieces to include; and how to organize, edit and frame those pieces into a
final text. The researcher plays a critical role, even though in the background; 3)the
interactive voice of the researcher is frequently strongést in autoethnographies (Behar,
1993; Frank, 2000; Myerhoft, 1994; Scheper-Hughes, 1992). These researchers speak
about their own experience and purpose in doing the interviews and research. They make
clear their own needs and issues to varying degrees. Their purpose is to make certain that
the readers understand the researcher’s stories about his or her relationship to both the
content and the people involved in order to understand the narrator’s stories and the
invisible choices that the researcher makes. Van Maanen (1988), using a different
framework for ethnographers, also identifies choices in naming the realist, confessional,
and impressionistic styles.

I agree with Tierney (2000) that it is critical for the researcher to reveal
her/himself and to be vulnerable because it is that willingness to be vulnerable that
changes the power dynamic between the researcher and the person or community being
researched. However, there are different degrees and ways that this can happen. I am
someone who has been accessible to and known by the participants. During the
interviews, the focus group and in ongoing conversations with them I have made myself
and my vulnerabilities available to them. I also believe that some presence of myself in
the written dissertation both enriches the narrative, and reveals for the reader the
researcher’s subjectivities, and that is important because it is the researcher who
inevitable has power. I have chosen to do this largely by making clear that I do have a

particular relationship to the material, and by sometimes bringing into the discussion
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references to my own subjectivities. I have chosen not to write about myself very often
during the dissertation because I am interested in the experience of the teens, not my

personal experience.

Practices of Participation
[Note: Written in the personal voice]

I see myself in the tradition of research that values the participation of those
whose lives are being researched (Tolman & Brydon-Miller, 2001). My desire for the
participation of those who are being researched is deeply rooted in my own personal
experience as a prisoner facing powerlessness, my work with women in prison on many
projects ranging from education, parenting, health, and participation in a research project
as a prisoner. I deeply believe that those who are powerless and excluded are enormous
resources for themselves and for society, and my commitment was to build into the
research process forms for participation by the young adults.

With this in mind, I built into my methodology aspects of participation for the
participants, in dialogue with them. Before undertaking the research study I spoke with
the young adults to ask them if they were interested in the study and whether they would
participate. We discussed the potential meaning of such a study to help others. Without
their interest and willingness, the study would not be happening.

I designed an interview protocol in which the young adults each helped to define
the questions that they would ask young people with an incarcerated parent, what advice
they would give a young person with an incarcerated mother, and what were some stories
that they could tell a young person to let them know what they had gone through. They

each received the transcript of the individual interview with them and have been in
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dialogue with me about their thinking and ideas and new questions or comments. They

have received the draft of the thesis with the chapters that they want to read.
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BIOGRAPHICAL SUMMARY OF EACH PARTICIPANT

The following section consists of short biographical summaries of each participant. At
the beginning of six of the eight biographical summaries is an italicized description of the
teen written by some of the mothers for the annual Celebration of Achievement. The two
who have no italicized description were not involved in the program the year that these
were written. Following the biographical summary of Hector are three poems that he
wrote in high school.

REAGAN

Sweet sixteen, a real queen, with Paulo by your side; a little mother to everyone,

always logical, working hard at your studies, looking for a career, planning for your
Sfuture; always looking out for your brothers, with real good friends who love you; you
are there for so many and they 're there for you, growing up beautifully into a beautiful
young lady; everyone is so proud of you; sometimes opinionated, sitting back and
thinking before jumping in; likes to shop and shop until she drops, representing Dynamic
Teen you 're a speaker and role model for women and a gourmet eater, We 're looking
forward to you being our graduate next year!

Reagan is twenty one, a petite African American young woman who firmly and
gently is a center for three younger brothers. Reagan was 8 when her mother was arrested
and she has been visiting her mother regularly in prison for 14 years, going through the
searches, prison rules and regulations, spending weekends in the prison visiting room.
When the incident occurred that led to her mother’s arrest, it took place in the building
where she was living and is still living. She and her brothers had to cope with enormous
stigma and pressure throughout their childhood. Their father, who used to come see them
before their mother’s arrest, cut off his relationship with them.

Reagan has found in her grandmother the guidance and stability to guide her.

She also adores her mother and relies on her for advice and support. She respects her

grandmother for accepting her mother as a partner in parenting. She sees her grandmother
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as “holding more weight than my mother” but at the same time she sees her mother as her
foundation and advisor. She and her brothers are part of a large family support system,
and her uncle, especially, provided early job experiences for Reagan and her brother.

Reagan lives in one of the poorest and most under-resourced neighborhoods in the
city, and she went to the public school there. But she doesn’t see herself defined by
stereotypes or statistics. She said, “I don’t have to act the way my surroundings are and I
never have, and I was raised that way; my grandmother is on our back™ As for whether
she sees herself as a “child at risk,” she says,

I could have been that way... people will tell you what you should’ve been
because of your situation, or what they thought you were going to be like, if I let things
go through and not come out the other end, [but] my family bond is too strong for that.

Her mantra has been to take a positive out of a negative. Things could have been worse

Reagan shared all the special moments in high school with her mother through
videos and photos and her mother participated by writing special letters and cards. The
high school Reagan went to did not have her credits organized and she had to take
another course during the summer to graduate, but she did walk with her class and
graduate.

When Reagan graduated from high school she took one year off to have a real job,
earn money as a sales person, and to think about school. She began a business skills
program but switched to a nursing program where she received the certificate to work in
nursing homes. During the time she was in the educational programs she began work in a
restaurant. After two years she is proudly being trained as a corporate trainer who will
open up new stores in different cities. In high school she wanted to become a

psychologist, she loved helping people in the teen program. She sees herself using those
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same people skills: “Me being able to just talk to everybody. I train a lot of people who
are just shy, I tell people to just be yourself, be yourself... I deal with pain everyday and
arrogance.”

Reagan is 21. She loves having a good time with her friends and visiting her
mother. She is a corporate trainer in a restaurant franchise, with the possibility of going
back to become a pediatric LPN or using her business skills in her uncle’s record
company. She likes doing hair modeling and also imagines working in a clothing store
because she loves clothes. As she says “I like it that way, I could do this, I could do that. I
like having my options open.”

JOSH

Congratulations on your mom coming home real soon; It’s been a long wait but you
made it through the storm, you're our social reformer, not an issue gets by; you're
always looking out for people who need a hand; you make us laugh with your jokes til we
cry, you've taken on a school work load that’s hard to imagine, but you're pulling
through, we give kudos to you, For a moment we thought we lost you to the night of the
streets, but you came back and joined us, matured and full of sweets; watch out young
ladies, Josh is on board; you're a top notch speaker, representing Dynamic Teen—from
city kids to Winston High, people are moved by your mind; we know that your future will
be full of success, Josh you gave yourself to Dynamic Teen and you 've left your mark,
we ‘re with you in this new moment as a new chapter starts—you and your mom are part
of us all, we 're here for you always, and we know you stand tall!

Josh is a lanky Latino young man, twenty two years old. In high school sometimes his
hair was long and curly and he always came to the teen program wanting someone to
braid it for him. Now, a senior at a four year city college and just having completed his
summer training as a member of the coast guard reserve, his hair is clipped close to his
head.

Josh was about five when his mother was arrested and he went through many

difficult changes with caregivers. He first lived with his maternal grandmother who died
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shortly after. Then he lived with an aunt and uncle who Josh feels could not relate to his
emotional turmoil. He was told that his mother was away on vacation and he didn’t see
her for several years. He acted out in school. Then at 11 he went to live with his father
who used drugs and verbally abused him comparing him to his mother in prison and
physically threatened him. Finally, in junior high he moved into the home of his paternal
grandparents whom he adored. Throughout school he did well academically in many
subjects but acted out his confusion and anger. When he finally got a scholarship into an
academically respected Catholic school, he got into a fight and was expelled. He then
went to a highly violent public school in the poor neighborhood where he lived. His
grandparents did not speak English and his mother was unstable in prison due to both
mental health and physical problems.

Once Josh began visiting his mother, he relied on the contact with her for
unconditional love. As a teen he put a large tattoo of his mother on his back, carrying her
with him. Yet, he had to cope with the unpredictability of his mother’s mental and
physical health and behavior when he visited. He depended on the teen program for
support from his peers and he could see his mother but with less pressure than in an
individual visit. When Josh was 16 he had a falling out with his grandparents who made
him leave the house. He left high school and was homeless. He finally got a job in a
restaurant, made a connection to a school for immigrant youth, and graduated from high
school.

During his high school years, Josh reached out to people all around him. He said, “So
many people...that I met throughout the years.... from the richest to the poorest, and

they all had a story. They all taught me something. ..always left a lesson. When I meet
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someone, I like to think they left with a lesson from me.” He joined a church group as a
teen and participated in their civil rights workshops. Whenever the teen program had the
opportunity to go places and speak, Josh was one of the people who articulated the
meaning of the group and the experience of having an incarcerated mother. He was
politically engaged, always thinking, identifying with liberal politics. At the same time,
from the time he was a child he was drawn to the armed forces and to possibly making it
a career.

His mother came home after serving 12 years in prison. Josh was 18. He had high
expectations of their reunion, but her problems did not end when she came home and it
has been a very difficult time. She has provided him with a home from which he can go
to college along with always holding down a job. At the same time, her own problems
plague her and thus create enormous responsibility and stress for him. Currently in his
senior year at a four year city college; he worked in building security jobs all the way
through college. When he thinks about what he will do when he graduates from college,
he faces enormous uncertainty. On the one hand, a bachelor’s degree is a source of
incredible pride for him. No one in his family has gone to college and he made it through,
facing so many challenges. Yet, he does not know what kind of a career he can do. He
has taken tests for state police and not heard back. He finally enlisted in the coast guard
and at didn’t get the assignment he hoped for. He has achieved so much against so many
odds, yet sees having a career as a difficult next step. The armed forces seem to him like

the best guarantee.
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ALLAH

Mama’s baby, that’s right, we 're telling it; You sit back chill, letting life roll on,
but when your voice needs to be heard, you are not shy, a ladies man, you have them on
each arm; and you also take care of babies and kids with a gentle hand; your voice is
now deep and resonant and you are growing tall, speaking out at John Dewey H.S. we
give you a shout; you're a little accident prone, but that’s O.K., we still love you anyway;,
you're our man!

Allah, Reagan’s younger brother by two years, was six when his mother was
arrested. Now 20 years old, he is in his last semester for an associate’s degree at a
community college where he lives, several hours away from the city.

Allah was always careful about his appearance, polite, well groomed, and
characterized even as a young teen as a “ladies man.” He sees himself as a “mama’s boy”
attached in a special way to his mother. He loves his mother, loves his grandmother, but
sees his grandmother as the one who put the rules down and his mother as the one who
explained things to him. He has a strong family core with an uncle who has been
successful in a business field and has served as a role model and provided a site for high
school jobs for his niece and nephew where they learned responsibility, possibility and
earned some extra money. Both he and his sister were core members of the teen program
from its beginning and their grandmother and their home was a center for gatherings
before and after trips.

Allah, a small young man, was always soft spoken, and quietly popular. In high
school Allah was the prom king; he participated in fashion shows. Stigma relating to his
mother being in prison was a major challenge for him. Allah also struggled with asthma
and being accident prone. He grew up in a neighborhood with one of the highest

incarceration rates in the city and highest high school drop out rates, and sees himself as

someone who had to fight against the pressures that took all of his other friends away
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from their dreams. He was determined to go away to college and knew he had to leave
the city in order to succeed; otherwise he would be with the same group of neighborhood
peers. With no father in his life and then losing his mother to prison, he used to ask
himself, “Why me? Am I being punished?” He determined “So now that made me look
at it like I had to do twice as better than I thought I was going to do before.”

Getting into college was not easy. In an overcrowded school, the college office
was unable to give the amount of individual attention Allah needed to explore college
options, deal with applications, and financial aid, and no one in Allah’s family was able
to help. Allah received support from a neighborhood community agency, and towards the
end of his senior year he submitted his applications. He went to a state community
college, but had no money to pay for it. He was able to get a small foundation grant to
pay for college.

Going away to college was a big step. He said it was the hardest experience of his
life, so lonely at first, and it made him think of his mother’s experience in prison:

I felt like I was in my mother’s shoes..., just the first week that we were there...I

didn't feel like we had any freedom .When they want to notify you, they call your

i.d. number out. You're number is 6-6-7-2-2-3, G-something. ...that's how they

identify everybody.

Allah excelled during his first year of college, majoring in communications and
media, he made the dean’s list and was given the honor of being a Residence Assistant,
(R.A) that also helped to fund his education. After one successful semester as an R.A. he
ran into trouble. He overcommitted himself to extracurricular activities. He was in
demand. His frail health broke down and he got sick His grades were too low for

financial aid and he had to drop out for a semester and work. Now, back in school he

approaches graduation with an associate’s degree awaiting him. His goal is to continue on
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in a four year university. His dream is to be a talk show host and be involved in T.V. and
media.

SEAN
Elegant, elegant, with a soft touch, determined, disciplined, a star student, hard work,
our first high school graduate who completed high school in three years! You take caer
of your brother and give love to your mother, you have the focus and precision that will
turn you into a top notch lawyer or psychologist, look out St. John’s University, Sean is
coming! You go girl! Your style can be seen for many a mile and you're our sneaker
queen, you'll be the biggest buyer of the, the Amelda Marcos of sneakers, observant,
independent; beautiful; what else can we say, you 're just special in every way;,
Congratulations on achieving a milestone in life; Good luck in college; we can’t wait for
you to come back next year as a senior member of Dynamic Teen and a role model for
all!

Sean’s parents were born in Guyana and moved to the United States. She grew up
in a neighborhood that she considers “good,” far enough away from the hustle and bustle
so that you need to take a bus and train to get to it or have a car, which she was given
when she graduated from high school and went away to college. Each of her parents was
a commercial success. Although her mother did not have a high school education and her
father did not go beyond high school, she said of her parents “they just were business-
savvy people and knew how to try to come here and achieve the American dream.” She
acquired a drive for success from them but translated that into educational goals.

Sean’s mother was arrested when Sean was 11 and she stayed in the house with
her father and older and younger siblings. Her mother has been in prison 10 years.
Education for the children was valued and as long as they went to school and did well
enough, passed, there were no problems; they did not have to work for money.

Sean said that her mother continued to exert a lot of authority from the prison

over the home; her father supported the family financially; and her older brothers really

raised her. Sean spoke about having to grow up fast. She was sensitive to her mother’s
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vulnerability as she tried to believe that she could still parent from prison. Sean spoke a
lot about her mother’s. growth in prison, especially about a commitment from her mother
to get her GED and her new involvement in talking about ideas, politics, and what she
was learning.

Sean completed high school in three years and then went away to a private college
in the city, relying on loans and grants. She lived in the dorms, and after two years she
moved back home for financial reasons after establishing her independence. Immediately
after graduating college she entered a master’s degree program at a city college which she
is currently enrolled in and is also working at a security job.

When asked to describe herself she said she was,

Twenty-one-year-old young scholar, who is aspiring to be successful ...not

having a million bucks, However, being able to be able to do a lot of things that

please me. What do I like to do? Read, shop, sleep, spend, party. I'm like a

young urban kid ... what do I want to do? Well.. in ...the next five years maybe

in a career, ...not just working. A career field--FBI, CIA, something like
that...during that same period of time, I'm hoping that my mom will be here.

Like all of the teens, Sean struggled enormously with the loss of her mother.
Sometimes she speaks about it as so emotional that she kept it a secret because tears
might flow at any given time. Other times she says, . “She's not here, and that's just the
bottom line. And I just have to deal with it. Like I say, build a bridge and get over it.”
She said to herself, “my mother is still my mother even though she’s away, nothing has
changed.” And she wants to be seen as normal her, not defined by having a mother in
prison:

I mean, I'm good. I'm a good kid. I don't have any kids, not that that would make

me not a good kid, but I don't. I don't have a record. I've never been to jail ...I

have a car. I drive. All the things people do, I do it. I read books. I have a good
time. I drink Starbucks. What else? You know, these are things that people do.
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I'm sitting in the park. I'm enjoying the..nature. I'm a regular person with a mom
who's in jail, or in prison, or incarcerated--whatever term you want to use.

Sean’s mother was transferred to a far away prison last year and Sean now takes
the overnight bus ride or drives up to visit her mother, and waits for the phone calls. But
she’s not counting the time until her mother comes home, because she doesn’t want to
count. That makes it harder.

ROBERT
Kiss me, kiss me, kiss me,; computer star, sweet and shy, all around camper, horseback
rider and lover of those beautiful animals, mountain climbing, archery, canoeing, the
mind always going, going, going, loves the stars, our little Galileo, loves history, our
own historian and the Einstein of our Children’s Center; finally, officially a teen after
many patient years of waiting to graduate from pre-teen to Dynamic Teen, sprouting up
like a bean, soon to be seen only when we look towards the sky; kiss me, kiss me, kiss me.

Robert was regl small, everyone wondered when he would grow. He was one of
the few white kids in the program, an Irish family. Now he’s a young man, more than six
feet tall. When he started to grow, he really grew. Robert’s mother was arrested just
before he was born. He has only known his mother from the relationship he has built with
her over the 20 years that she has been in prison, yet he depends on his relationship with
her as his guide, protector and mother who gives him unconditional love. His mother’s
mother raised him until he was 12. He thought of his grandmother as his mother, too. One
half of his family is professional and middle class; the other half was very poor, living in
crowded rough city neighborhood; Robert grew up with them until he was 12.

Robert’s older brother was his key to the relationship with his mother. He

encouraged Robert always to write to her, to visit her, to have the relationship. Together

the three of them built a family over a 20 year period through visiting, overnight visits,
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phone calls and a mother who was actively involved in the outside life of her kids
through other family members and the children’s center services.

When Robert turned 12, his brother was 15, and it became clear to their mother
that the grandmother couldn’t handle the responsibility of two teenage boys in a rough
city neighborhood. Their mother found two relatives who would take each of them.
Robert ended up in a suburban neighborhood with an elderly great aunt. The
neighborhood was safer and, as Robert says, “better for a kid,” yet he was lonely because
he felt out of place. In the gth grade Robert had a lot of trouble at school, was removed
and placed in a school for kids with behavioral problems. Finally, through intervention by
his mother and other relatives, he was placed in a school that he liked with small classes
and for kids who, as he said, “have been dealt a bad hand.”

Robert had a reputation in the teen program for being really smart, a computer
whiz and a lover of science. He received a scholarship for a summer camp that he
attended during his first years of high school. He loved his friends, the mountains, the
activities and the animals. And although he had a good house to live in, kind people to
care for him, his great aunt was elderly and not involved in his life. Graduating from high
school was a major achievement, but no one came to his graduation. At the end of his
senior year, he had not received help in applying to college. He received help from a city
neighborhood program and attended for one semester a community college, commuting
from home, however it didn’t work out academically. After getting a job as a supervising
clerk at a construction site, he has worked steadily and received guidance from a former
teacher’s aide in his school and connected to a vocational assessment program. His boss

is encouraging him to do a drafting program and he is in the process of working out the
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expenses and program. At twenty, Robert is working steadily, has a car, and is trying to

make a further education plan.

NATALIA

Natalia is a 20 year old African American young woman who conveyed a
steadiness and maturity even as a teenager with her quiet smile behind her glasses. Her
center is her mother who was arrested when Natalia was 11. Her father died when she
was a child. Natalia always assumed she would go to college. She makes clear that
society predicted failure as to her future due to her mother being in prison and she was
determined to succeed: “It made me want to achieve more, because everybody ...it's in
their head, I'm going to .. fail., I'm going to go to jail. So that really made me
[determined]..I'm going to do school; I'm going to go to college.”

When her mother was arrested she went to live with her grandmother who has
been her primary caretaker. But her grandmother is not very communicative, and has
rarely visited Natalia’s mother. Natalia relied on her aunts and uncles for emotional
support. Her aunts and uncles didn’t judge her mother and they made sure she visited her
mother immediately after the incident leading to her arrest and to continue to help her
visit.. Sometimes her grandmother negatively compares Natalia with Natalia’s mother,
her own daughter. Natalia is grateful to her grandmother for raising her, and knows from
talking to her aunts and uncles that her grandmother has always been somewhat
withdrawn. Although she and her grandmother moved from a rough neighborhood into a
slightly quieter one, Natalia still goes back to her childhood neighborhood that she

considers more interesting to visit friends.
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Natalia loves talking to her mother. She says she talks and talks and talks to her
mother and tells her everything. She had to struggle with her grandmother early in high
school to visit her mother on the prison bus alone. Then she joined the teen program and
she could get regular visits with her mother and was able to visit her and she also bonded
with the other teens which helped her to no longer feel alone with her issues. Natalia
loved doing arts and crafts with her mother and saved all the cards and photos that her
mother sends to her. Just before she graduated from high school Natalia’s mother was
transferred to a prison far from the city. Now she takes a long bus ride to visit her. She is
expecting her to come home some time in the next couple of years.

Natalia has to play a role with her mother of helping her calm down because she
has a bad temper. Natalia worries about her mother’s temper because it gets her mother in
trouble and jeopardizes her mother’s parole date for coming home. She sees her mother
as having grown in prison but still struggling with both mental health and other health
issues. Natalia describes her mother as her best friend as well as her mother.

Natalia goes to a 4 year private college in the city, using loans and financial aid
and aspires to achieve her master’s degree and doctoral degree. She is majoring in
business. In high school she was interested in hotel management. Then she thought she
would own a club. Now she is more interested in real estate but is not certain. She
focuses on business management and will see what her options are. She lives at home
with her grandmother, works two jobs to support herself, and is completing her third year

of college.
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SHIRELLE

Shirelle, a fashionable African American young woman of 20 was three when her
mother was arrested. During the 16 years of her mother’s incarceration that continues,
Shirelle has been raised by her maternal grandmother and also by her mother’s sister,
her aunt. Her grandmother provided structure, and Shirelle was very focused in
school. She describes her neighborhood as dangerous, crime and drug ridden and
dreams of moving, bringing her grandmother with her. She was accepted into
numerous special high schools after taking tests and chose a public school that she
felt comfortable in and that gave her more of an option for her future. Her father had a
new family but he continued to be a presence in her life at least financially, and she
would see him on some regular basis.

As she got older she was plagued by very bad headaches and also nightmares
related to the incidents that led her mother to prison. Her grandmother and father
together made decisions as to when to explain to her what happened.

Shirelle tried hard to understand her mother, the choices her mother made and her
family dynamics. Shirelle’s mother had a temper that continued in prison and Shirelle
said that her mother would lash out at her. Finally Shirelle took a year away from visiting
her mother in order to not be vulnerable to her mother’s behavior. At the same time she
spent a lot of time talking to family and friends to try and understand her mother’s
behavior. She concluded that her mother had been rejected by her grandmother and her
aunt was the favored child. Sometimes her grandmother would say negative things about
Shirelle’s mother and then say that Shirelle had the same negative qualities.. She

concluded that her mother had no guidance nor love and she could understand her
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mother’s temperament. At the same time she adores her mother, has turned to her when
her grandmother couldn’t really relate to things she was going through and credits her
mother with her own motivation, drive and success in education; her mother has always
been committed to education.

Shirelle was an excellent student and very successful in extracurricular activities,
such as cheer leading, a model pre-law program at a near by law school, and fashion. She
was so busy in weekend activities that she often chose to participate in them rather than
visit her mother. Her grandmother guided her through the college application process
making up for the lack of an adequate process within the school, and Shirelle picked an
out of state college to go to drawing on financial aid to pay for it. She is currently a junior
in college out of state and is majoring in fashion design. Her grandmother hoped that she
would go into law school Shirelle wanted to do her passion, fashion. Her interest in
fashion began in high school.

In high school we was always able to ...put on fashion shows ...and I just always
thought, oh, that's pretty fun; let me get into it. And I did it, and... all my friends are like,
"Well, damn, can you make me a ..if I met a new person, they're always like, "Are you a
model? Are you into fashion?" I've been hearing this for like years, "Oh, you're really
good." AndIloveit...... That's my passion.

Now in her fourth third year of college, she has come back home every summer to
work in the fashion industry. She says about her future career: “I want to be a fashion
designer, but I also want to do a more of a corporate thing and be like a buyer. .I really
want to open a whole big business.” For the moment her dreams are on hold. She has
taken a leave of absence from college in order to care for her grandmother who raised her

at a time of illness. She is determined to continue with college after her grandmother gets

better.
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The one drawback from being out of state is that she really misses her
grandmother and aunt and nephew and her mother. She’s waiting for her mother to come
home and skipped her associate degree.celebration so that she could celebrate her four
year degree with her mother who hopefully will be home by then.

HECTOR
Hector, you're amazing, you have a penetrating mind; you see in many ways, many
things; you are only in the ninth grade but wise beyond your years, you're a reader and
writer, and a committed member of Dynamic Teen; you make people laugh, you make
people smile; youve given your trust to your peers in Dynamic Teen, shared your story
and everyone grew from it; we see you in the future as a scholar and leader and can’t
wait to be with you again as Dynamic Teen summer program comes.

Hector is twenty and he says, “Let me make it ciear, I’'m NewYorican!” He
explains,” I don’t have the Puerto Rican tongue. But, I love being Puerto Rican, I love
being with Puerto Ricans and I love having it as a part of me and who I am.” Hector lives
with an exuberance, struggling with a life that has been difficult since he was a child. His
mother was first arrested when he was four and gave birth to his little brother just before
that incarceration. He spent a couple of years with his father and when his mother came
out, his father left. His mother was living a life that he describes as “mad, crazy” and as
he says, “Before my mother was incarcerated I was pretty much the father, my mother
always raised me to be the man in the house.” Hector carried a responsibility for his
younger siblings and sometimes even his mother as a child. Then his mother was arrested
when he was 11 and given a sentence of 25 years to life. He went back to his father for a
year and half and then his father died while Hector was in junior high school. A short
lived attempt to live with his half brother ended after Hector refused to let his brother

take on the father role. He spent high school with his mother’s sister who received

welfare for her own family, was coping with ill health, and was taking care of both
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Hector and his brother who were in constant turmoil and embattlement. He looks back at
himself and says

When [ think about it now [ was pretty bad growing up and [ mean my thing was,

I just wanted freedom; it just got to the point where I was too old for my own age,

I believed I was a man who could do whatever I want whenever I wanted to do it

and my aunt wasn’t trying to hear it.

Hector went to a small public school with a good academic reputation but felt like
an outcast. He described how the majority of the kids in the school were a little scared of
them, all Latinos and Blacks, but they on the other hand “A lot, of us are a little bit more
intimidated by them, definitely there’s a lot of intimidation as far as academically.”

During high school Hector relied on regular visits with his mother who he
considers to be his best friend and who motivated him to pursue an education. He relied
on a number of peer programs to help him—the teen program in the prison, a church
program for a year, being part of a baseball team and participating in plays in school
through acting and being involved in the production process. He loved being part of a
group. It helped him figure out who he was and gave him a sense of belonging. Hector
was a poet: “My poems always express a lot of emotion, that’s where I let everything go,
where I release my eternal damnations, my inner pains, my inner struggles, that’s where I
do it, in my poetry.” He dreamed of being an actor. Going to college for him was another
dream, something no one in his family had ever done. He could see more easily being a
mechanic. He didn’t get the attention he needed in school to complete an application, but
worked with a neighborhood college guidance program and had his heart set on one
college in particular. When the college asked him to do one semester in a city college as a

condition of acceptance, Hector tried. But the city college required him to start prep

classes a week after high school graduation and Hector wanted a break. He never went
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back to college. His younger brother was in trouble in school and Hector got a job
washing cars out of the city, an apartment, and went to court at age 19 to get custody of
his brother. Now at 20 Hector works in a carwash seven days a week, has created a home
for his younger brother who is on his way to graduating from high school. His own

dreams are on hold. Hector has ahead of him a life to figure out.

Hector wrote the following three poems during high school. They convey his struggle as
a teen for sense of self and identity, how to define being a man, and his tumultuous inner

journey to survive all that he did.

In this world I stand alone
For no one has bothered to see ['ve grown
I'm young and outspoken
Hold my tongue for no power of authority
In my soul I conceal much pain
Without much understanding I try to stay sane
Once again I'm left alone to stand in the rain
With no one to turn to, no one to share my shame
Yet I feel one day I will reach glory and experience much fame
How else would you explain
the courses of events that have taken place until this day.
The way I see it, I'm made to glamour, made to be proud of what I have accomplished
Finding the right path is my challenge, getting off my ass is what my problem is.
I've been given everything until today, yet how is it possible that I could still hold so
much hate,
I can almost anticipate the day I will explode and let everything go in just one blow

That’s All it takes for my wrath to be felt
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That’s all it takes for you to feel what I have dealt with.

You say I'm sixteen and I'm still young

Yet that means shit to me

What makes you think I haven’t seen as much as you if not more at 16.
It’s all a mystery you and me,

because neither you nor I understand the true feelings I have inside
Is it confusing

Do you think I'm out of my mind?

Or do you think I'm young and knowledgeable?

I can't tell and by the looks of it

Neither can you.

This is what I know

My feelings have been kept in a shell

Buried so deep that even I don’t understand

The true meaning of me.

Crazy and obscene as it may sound

That'’s just me.

Today marks another day of living

God has blessed me thus far with 16 years
If God is willing I’ll be seventeen next month
Life has been a mission,

A mission in which I've fought hard trying my best to be what everybody else
Hasn't been.

A success

That by far is my biggest dream.

What I succeed doesn’t matter

All I'want is to accomplish what I dream
And that is to succeed

Though I live with many fears

I allow none of them to bring me tears
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Cause I'm a man

And men don’t dare

To shed a tear

Yet that is a lie

For all men have shed tears.

Whether or not I've come to my biggest fears
1 do not know

All I've faced is the fears that [ have

And that is what I believe makes me a man

A man that can face his fears

Without shedding a tear

But how strong am I?

How much weaker can I become?

Well I will not be told that I am dumb

For if I choose not to shed a tear

That does not make me less of a man

But how much weaker will I become

1 feel as if I am weak I feel as if [ am dumb
But that can’t be true

1 feel as if I have yet to be given the privilege
To say I have won

Til that day I will strive to be the best

Who what where when or how I do not know
For the future is blind

It doesn’t always hold in store the finest of the fine
But until that day I will give my undivided strength to the biggest of my fears
And that is to succeed

Whereas so many have shed tears

I will accomplish I will achieve I will succeed
My biggest dream

Until that day I want you to hold this theme
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I am a man

Who faces his fears
Without shedding a tear

I Scream

I scream in the face of defeat

Since I am a man who will not bow to his knees under no conditions
Even if I shall bleed

For [ am bred with breeders that that can’t spell defeat
Therefore that means that one day I shall be complete
Understand that I scream in the face of defeat

Iwill run the faces of the earth in bare feet

If that’s what it takes for me to be complete

For I am a soldier in a war in which many will plunder and fall
Beneath the skirts of the earth no one but me

There’s no reason for you to wonder because

I will survive in and enjoy the splendor

But I cannot promise that I'll be flawless

Because if I did there is no point in my making a promise

But this I can promise

1 will scream in the face of defeat

I will not be

told to stop and fold

instead I will grow and unfold in

All the power and word

I console

I will stand and stare fearlessly at my oppressor

For I will be the professor of undertaking unmanageable amounts of pressure
I'will be the flexor and show my muscles, my powerful

soul

Understand that it is in my list to scream in the face of defeat
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And do what so many dream, to become the offender of my oppressor
And show that even a Hispanic like myself can also

Become an emperor

The instructions are not hard to follow, just simply swallow your
fears shed your tears scratch your boots look true into the ground
and scream in the face of defeat.

I can guarantee you won't be beat.

Just believe in you and he, the lord of lords and all of mankind’s discrepancies
We are all kings and queens, so scream and dream

The next time

You feel defeat.
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Chapter IV

Bridge Chapter

The purpose of this study was to examine the past experience of eight high school
adolescents with incarcerated mothers all of whom participated in a program with other
teens with incarcerated mothers and spent time with all the teens and their mothers in the
children’s center in the prison visiting area.

The data were collected from multiple sources including qualitative interviews; a
focus group; document analysis of archival materials; and personal experience of the
researcher. Retrospective interviews were carried out with the 8 participants all of whom
are now young adults. Each was interviewed two times. The average time of the first
interview was one and a half hours. The average time of the second interview was one
hour. A focus group was held between the two interviews. One interview was conducted
with the former director of the programs for mothers and children; archival data was
reviewed in the form of a video transcript, newsletters written by the youth, monthly
reports, journal notes, documentation of activities, and photos. The researcher also drew
from personal experience of being a prisoner, and a mother with a teenage son during her
incarceration, and an active developer and facilitator of the program that the participants
were retrospectively examining.

Four thematic questions operationalized the study:

1) What do these eight young adults name as challenges during their high school

years in relation to having a mother in prison?
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2) What are the different meanings these eight young adults have constructed about
their relationships with their mothers across the separation of incarceration during
their high school years?

3) What was the significance they attributed to participating in a program for teens
who also had a mother in prison?

4) What are the different meanings that they have constructed about sharing time,
activities, and space as teens with the other teens and their mothers in the children’s
center inside the prison?

The three broad theoretical frameworks which were used to approach the work are
1)mothering and motherhood as social constructs; 2) adolescent development; 3) the
concept of space. The three underlying concepts that were used for looking at the
youth participants were 1) an ecological contextual approach to understanding reality
and, in particular, development; 2) the dynamic between choice/agency and

determinism; 3) the role of relationships in adolescent development.
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Table 3 provides the headings of the four thematic chapters and the main themes

of each chapter.

Table 3

Four Thematic Chapter Headings and Main Themes of Each Chapter

Chapter V Chapter VI Chapter VII Chapter VIII
Together with
Challenges The Paradox of Peers with All of the
and Intimacy Peers Teens and
Struggles “No Longer their Mothers
Alone” Creating
Space
Loss of Mom Sustaining a “We’re All on | Normalization
and Holding on Relationship the Same Boat” and Beyond
to Her
Who Raised Mothering in the Growing Selves Extended
Me At Home Larger Network of Among Our Family
and Whom Did Caring Adults Peers
I Reach For
Keeping A Strong Insight of Having Fun Space
Secret: Coping | Mother as Complex
with Stigma Person
and Pity
Social My
Realities, Mother/Myself/Trying
Social to Find a Self and
Challenges Identity With/Relation
To/Opposition To My
Mother
Defying
Expectations of
Failure,
Striding
Towards Self
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Tables four through seven name the main themes and sub-themes of each of the four

thematic chapters.

Table 4.
Main themes and sub-themes for Chapter V Challenges and Struggles
Themes
Loss of Who Raised | Keeping a | Social Realities Defying
Mom and Me Secret: Social Expectations
Holding on At Home Coping with Challenges of Failure
to Her and Whom | Stigma and Striding
Did I Reach Pity Towards
For Self
Sub- | The Trauma | The role of The Neighborhoods Doing it
themes of Loss grandmothers | Experience Differently
and the older | of stigma T than My
generation Mother
Sub- The Need Fathers Adolescence, Negative Role of
themes | for Contact | mainly notin | stigmaand | Representations | Education
our lives acceptance and Striving
Towards a
Future
Sub- Missing Support from Pity and Determinism
themes Mom in siblings other reasons versus
High School for keeping a Agency
secret
Sub- Mantras of Other Coping with
themes Survival relatives the secret
carry us
Sub- | Keeping the | Reaching out
themes | Relationship | beyond the
Going family into
the
community
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Table 5. Main themes and sub-themes of Chapter VI Paradox of Intimacy

Main Themes

Sustaining a Mothering | Strong Insight of My
Relationship in the Mother as a Mother/Myself/Trying
Larger Complex Person to Find a Self and
Context of Identity
Caring With/Relation
Adults To/Opposition To My
Mother
Parenting from a | Mothers Develop A Why Mother Choosing the Good and
Distance Different Form of Ended Up in Discarding the
Guidance Prison Negative
Teens Support - Communication | Mother’s Problems
their Mothers with Mother and in Prison
Home Caregivers
Paradox of Mother’s Growth
Intimacy in Prison
Good Mother/Bad
Mother Moving
Beyond
Dichotomy to
Complexity

Table 6 Main themes and sub-themes of Chapter VII: Peers with Peers “No

Longer Alone”

“We’re All on the Same Growing Selves amongst Having Fun
Boat QOur Peers
“No Longer Alone” Fun
We helped ourselves, we Humor

“These friends are more like
Family”

helped others, we mattered”

Boy-girl relationships

“everything we did we
always did together

“being part of a group
shows me who [ am”

Affectionate memories of

“Us going out, us going to
Washington D.C., us doing
forums at schools, meeting
other people, that really had

a big impact”

each other’s characters and
roles

Through Speaking and

Communication with Others

Writing
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Table 7: Main themes and sub-themes in Chapter VII: Together with all of the
Mothers and Teens Creating Space

Normalization and
Beyond

Creating Family

Space

A new family

Freedom and Oppression

Interaction with all of the
teens and their mothers

Adopting other mothers as
aunts or grandmothers

Physical Space and
architecture: identity,
meanings and memory

Relief from Stigma

“Other Mothers Care About
Me,’

Traditions and rituals create
cultural space

Data Collection and Analysis:

The development of Themes

Data collection and data analysis were carried out simultaneously as an iterative

and continuous process. All of the interviews and the focus group were transcribed and

then read a minimum of three times. Archival data was also analyzed. Open-coding was

used to identify potential themes. Categories of groups of themes were created as defined

by my research questions. Data were coded by both noting themes that emerged from

theory and/or the themes that emerged from the grounded data.

Many of the themes that emerged came from the literature review. Many others

came from the collected data. And some themes came from both the literature and the

grounded data. Often a theme from the grounded data would deepen, reshape or add to

the theme from the literature, and vice versa. In the following section examples will be

given from each of the chapters that illustrate the ways in which the thematic

development emerged from the process.

In Chapter V, stigma is cited in the literature as one of the challenges that children

of incarcerated parents face, and this was a strong theme in the qualitative interviews.

However, themes emerged from the interviews that shaped and changed the themes from
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the literature. For example, the youth felt that having a mother in prison compared to a
father in prison was much more unusual, and this resulted in them feeling felt alone with
their experience and separate from peers at home. The youth also spoke about hating the
pity that sometimes teachers or other adults expressed upon discovering that they had a
mother in prison. The theme of keeping a secret from their peers about the incarceration
of their mothers emerged as a challenge from the interview data; the teens did not like
lying and lying increased their feelings of being alone among their high school peers. A
theme that emerged entirely from the data was the teens’ complex relationship with their
mothers of both drawing strength and support from their mothers and also having a
determination to prove to themselves, their family members, and to society that they will
not end up in prison like their mothers.

In Chapter VI, the theme of mothering across a separation is one that is in the
literature of divorce, immigration, and foster care, as well as incarceration. The theme of
the “paradox of intimacy,” was a finding that emerged from the interviews. The “paradox
of intimacy” refers to the sharing and closeness between the adolescents and their
mothers made possible because of the nature of the separation and contact. It was not
found in the literature of mothering across a separation nor was it part of adolescent
developmental theory as it relates to mothers and teens. The descriptions by the
participants of their mothers had a degree of distance, maturity, and awareness such that
the data led the researcher to create a category called “Strong insight of mother as a
complex person.” This theme emerged entirely out of the grounded data.

There is literature about children and teens having to take care of their mothers

because of mental health, physical health, drug abuse, and domestic violence issues, often
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referred to as role reversal. Although the data speak to the role of many caring for and
advising their mothers, the teens also claim that the mothers are able to support and
advise them. The combination, described by some of the teens as being both mothers and
best friends is a theme that emerged directly from the data.

Chapter VII documents that the teens with incarcerated mothers were a support
system for one another. Research has documented other situations in which teens that are
facing stigma support one another. However, the theme of fun, humor, and laughter that
appeared throughout the collected data as an intrinsic quality in the support system is not
a theme that emerged in the literature about teens supporting one another when facing a
stigma or challenge. As the teens spoke about the different meanings of being with other
teens in the program, there was a theme that repeatedly emerged: the teens valued helping
others; they also liked talking alone without adults about important life issues developed.
A review of the literature yielded the concept of “mattering” to convey an aspect of what
the teens valued, along with feeling that they were independent of adults and capable of
taking on serious issues. This is an example of going to the literature after reading the
data in order to find a concept that described what the teens had said.

In Chapter VIII, the concept that the teens used to describe all of the mothers and
all of the teens together was that of family, a new family, an extended family. Although
the initial thematic concept used by the researcher was that of community, the word
community never emerged in discussions with the participants. The concept of “family”
emerged as the dominant theme to express being part of something larger than the
mother-child unit, not related by blood and feeling that that larger entity cared for and

was concerned about the teen. After going over the interviews and reading literature, it
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became clear that the participants were describing in their terms a set of relationships that
they were familiar with either in their culture or through popular culture and that was
defined by the word “family.”

Space as a theme has been written about in the literature of oppressed people or
groups. The interpenetration of freedom has been a theme in the literature, but the
interpenetration of freedom and oppression on multi-levels including physical, emotional,
cultural among the mothers and teens in the prison visiting room was a theme that

emerged from the grounded data.
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CHAPTER V

CHALLENGES AND STRUGGLES

Introduction
Common assumptions about teens with incarcerated mothers go in two directions:

either, adolescents are rendered passive and victimized as they face the loss of their
mother to incarceration, an unstable home situation, poverty and stigma or, they are seen
as potential delinquents likely to end up in prison. The findings concerning these eight
youth during their high school years challenge both assumptions. These young people
were proactive. They ceaselessly struggled for self, striving to move in a positive
direction in the face of conditions that took a toll. Although there were times during high
school when it was not clear whether they would make it through, they all graduated and
each one is constructing the next chapter of his or her life. Like most young people they
relied on a variety of factors for support: the family that raised them and other relatives,
self-reliance, and their own dreams of success. What makes their stories unusual is that in
spite of their enormous challenges, they were able to construct extended families to
support them, to imagine futures for themselves that surpassed the dire predictions, and to
find inside themselves ways to negotiate the minefields they walked through.

This chapter will be divided into sections according to the main challenges and

ways of coping highlighted bellows:
¢ Losing mom; and Reaching out to remain connected and finding inner
strength

e The need for family to raise me; and Weaving an extended family of support
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o Keeping a secret as a teen to avoid stigma and pity about where mother is;

and Not telling peers at school and in the neighborhood about mother being in prison
except for a few trusted friends or teachers
e Social Realities and social challenges; and Getting out of the neighborhood,
going to better schools,
e Negative Expectations; and Defying expectations, striding towards self
Losing Mom and Holding on to Her

When the young adults participating in the study told a story that answered the
question “What is a story that reveals what it’s been like for you to have an incarcerated
mother?” almost all of them went back to the day of the arrest and the period following it,
the loss of their mother. Although this chapter focuses on the challenges of teens with
mothers who are in prison and ways that they coped, life with a mother in prison for these
young adults did not start when they were teens. It started when their mothers were
arrested and for five of them, that happened in early childhood, as long as 15 years ago.
For three of them it was when they were 11, approximately 10 years ago. As teens they
carry with them the memory of the day of the arrest, the long period of loss, and all that
they have done to cope with that. Understanding the challenges they faced as teens means
seeing them as a product of their whole life; they carry their history inside them, it has
shaped them, scarred them, given them insights and strengths, and their past is part of
them. Each of the youth had stories, filled with stark details of the moment, the day, the
weeks after, of the events that had happened as long as 15 years ago. These events were

very present in their lives.
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Several of the participants spoke about the moments of loss and separation. Allah,
a small always well-dressed African American young man whose politeness and fashion
sense got him the reputation of being a “ladies man” in the teen group, was six years old:

I remember...it had to be a Sunday afternoon, Sunday evening. Me and my mother and
my sister were playing hide-and-go-seek, like we always do. ...And I'm peeking,
because I want to know what's going on. I see my mother [conversing] with the police
officers at the door. And then, they exchanged words, and then she told the police
officer, "If you're going to put cuffs on me, put them on me. .after we leave the
apartment. Not in front of my kids." ...My mother said, "I'm going downstairs to talk to
the officer and I'll be right back. You all stay with your grandmother and listen to her."
And we said, okay, and then she left. So...that is like permanently scarred in my brain..

Sean who picked a unisex name for this study, who doesn’t define herself as black or
Spanish or give any importance to the fact that her parents immigrated from Guyana, who
is quick in everything, finished high school in three years, quick with the tongue, in a
masters degree program at the age of 20, remembers when she was 11:

It was still astonishing...my mom’s not here. I just remember sitting there and not

thinking about anything else except ...what’s going on; what happened the day

before. And then I remember when my mom came home on bail, sitting there..I
remember sitting in class the next day. ...I wonder if I come home is she still going
to be there. ..I don’t remember anything else going on in class.

The arrests and disappearances were moments followed by other moments. For some
the trauma is in the memory of facing other children who confronted them with their
mother’s crime. Reagan, Allah’s older sister by two years, who is petite and solidly
grounded with outstretched arms to those around her, was confronted by a schoolmate
when she was eight who said to her:

“I had a dream about your mom and when I seen her in my dream she had on a white t-
shirt and it was full of blood because your mother killed someone,” ...this was early in
the morning, 8:30, going to elementary school and my whole day slowed down, I’'m
thinking, ...a hundred and one things, like what could a nine year old or eight year old
think about, ...I’m like, “Oh my gosh, she knows, she’s probably telling a hundred kids

at school, and I don’t know what to say to her but, “Shut up”, “That’s not true”, , “don’t
say that” and I felt naked.
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The experience of Josh, half Dominican half Puerto Rican, lanky, curly hair, a
social activist who combined his political critiques with dreams of being part of the
armed forces, was in not knowing where his mother was after she was arrested when he
was 6:

I was never told the truth. I was told for three, four years, before I actually saw her,
that she was on vacation--a very long vacation.

And when he did find out, he felt that his aunt and her husband who were taking care of
him didn’t understand how hard it was for him; their attitude was just “Live with it.” He
also had no idea when she was coming home since they kept saying soon. For Josh the
loss was compounded by an unstable support system at home.

I couldn’t cope with the fact that why do all these kids have their mothers. Always going
to PTA meetings and sports camps and stuff. And, I didn’t have any mother. I had to
constantly always ask myself the question why? Why? Why? Why is she not here. Why
is this? And I would cry, just kind of cry myself to sleep. It was a very difficult time for
me to cope with it.

Josh not only cried himself to sleep but acted out in school:.

I was, you know, having good grades at school, but my behavior. ...I was constantly
making jokes, lashing out. It wasn't violent. It was just me being bad. I would do bad
stuff. Like cut school. Steal. Simple, stupid things.

The trauma of the actual crime or arrest and then loss of mother continued long
after the initial moment and took different forms for each of the youth. Reagan spoke of
“The Great Cutting Hair-do,” that her grandmother performed because all of her hair fell
out.

When I was growing up and my mom, she was doing my hair before she ...[left] home;
[then] my hair fell out; really bad; from it changing hands; from someone else having to
adapt to my hair. My hair was used to her hands ...it had bald spots. I had long hair

when I was little...my grandmother ...handled it well and she took care of my hair and it
grew back.
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Shirelle, one of the African American young women, whose dreams of being a fashion
designer could be seen in her style as a teen, lost her mother to prison when she was two
and a half. Much later in childhood she started to have nightmares:

And then there was a time....when I started to having the dream. ...I don't know if | was
dreaming it in detail, but ..people came to my house and. .I was little. They tied me up
and had me in a room, and they had a shotgun to my mother's head. I remember that.
And my grandmother can't believe it, because she said, "You were only a baby, and you
remember that.

The participants said that contact with their mothers was crucial to their emotional
well-being in the days after the loss of their mother. Seeing or talking with their mothers
comforted them, reminded them that their mothers hadn’t disappeared altogether, and still
loved them. “She might not be there, but, she’s still your mom” said the youth in
interviews, “just because she’s not there, she’s still my mom.” Almost all of the young
people had some kind of contact with their mothers when they went to the city jail, while
waiting for trial and sentencing. They described the visiting conditions as dreadful:

At the city jail, it was the worst. They make you go through so much. You have to go
through like three metal detectors. ...You can't wear like two shirts. You can't wear any
of your jewelry. I don't think you can wear your belt on the inside. ... If your hair's a
certain way, you can't do that. So, I hated it at the city jail.... I got used to it after a
while, because she was there about maybe two years.

Sean described the loss of her mother not only physically but psychologically:
The city jail was the worst place I ever been to in my life. Especially the very first time.
... You’re young. It’s your mother. She has on a jumpsuit. Who the hell wants to see
that? No one wants to see that.

The mother image as all powerful, protector and guide is reduced to a powerless prisoner
in a jumpsuit.

Yet, the youth were willing to put themselves through terrible conditions to be

held by their mothers, to talk with them, to know that they were still there, still the
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mother that they knew, that raised them. Staying connected to their mothers was the most
important coping mechanism for them.

By high school, all of the participants had been separated from their mothers for
at least five and as many as 14 years. The initial moments of loss had passed. All of the
participants had been able to sustain and create relationships with their mothers while
their mothers were incarcerated. When asked to focus on what was hard during high
school about having a mom in prison, most of the teens spoke about missing mothers at
time of key events such as rites of passage or special events when all the other kids had
parents there. Reagan said, “but then when graduations come, proms and stuff and other
peoples’ parents are there, then I’m like, “Oh, my mom’s not here”, and Allah added
“...But the hardest time for me in high school would have to be ... a mother-son
dance.... Everybody was going, and I couldn’t go. It broke my heart. ...You see all the
mothers together; you see all the boys together in one big picture.”

Mothers also represented protection and their absences made the teens feel
vulnerable in certain situations. Reagan said, “ think some of the rough times are when I
get into things, ...if | have an argument and somebody else’s mother’s there to defend
them, I’'m ‘I wish my mother was here.”

The feelings of missing mother permeated the lives of the teens. Natalia, a soft-
spoken African American woman, who combined giggles with steadiness said, “I would
say it’s a stress being that ...you can’t really like reach out to her and grab her if you
want to.” And then Sean added,

It sucks. It really sucks when you’re driving and you’re crying, and you don’t look too
pretty with the cars all driving next to you... I was sitting on the train one night going

home from school, and I looked across at this lady. She didn’t look like my mom, but
she kind of reminded me of ... [her—big boned] ... ... And I’m on the train crying. No
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one really notices. So, I have to act like I’'m laughing. ...I could have sat there and just
cried on the train. Who wants to cry all the time.,.no one wants to cry every day, You
just have to deal with it.

The teens never stopped missing their mothers, and their feelings of loss were always
present.

The youth spoke about finding the inner strength as teens to cope with the loss of
their mothers. Several young women said that the key was to “turn a negative into a
positive.” They gave examples such as learning from the mistake of the mother so that
they could avoid the same problem; telling themselves that it could have been worse,
some people have it worse: “My mother could have been dead;” or, emphasizing the
closeneess of their relationship now: “Our relationship is so good now.”

Two of the young men, Josh and Hector, emphasized a focus on inner strength
when giving advice to other teens with incarcerated mothers: Josh said, “... you got to
stay strong. ...tell them just pick up a hobby...a passion that they love and keep with it.
That will set you on a goal, a path.”

Most of them faced the reality of their mothers having very long sentences; the
minimum time any one of the mothers would have to spend was 12 years and many of
them had to spend a minimum of 20 or 25 years before they even would be considered
for parole. Coming home was so far away that many of them couldn’t imagine and didn’t
want to try to imagine when that date would be. Sean said, “I wasn’t interested in
counting... I don’t want to feel that I’'m counting down and I’m just waiting and waiting
and waiting.”

There were individual differences in how each teen coped with missing his or her

mother. However, all of the teens said that their advice to other children of incarcerated
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mothers would include keeping the relationship with their mother going. Natalia’s words
are an echo of all of the participants:

I would basically say to start trying to maintain and establish a relationship with her
parent, because I think it’s important, even though the parent is away, I still think that she
or he can still be involved in your everyday life.

Caregivers: Who Raised Me at Home and Whom Did I Reach For

When their mothers were arrested, the youth needed someone to raise them. All of

the eight participants were living with their mothers at the time of the arrests; however,
some of the mothers had not been able to provide a stable home due to illegal drugs
involvement and/or other illegal activities. Grandmothers had helped several of them.
None were in foster care. By the time the participants were in high school, they relied on
a complex extended family that the teen helped create, bringing together various
combinations of relatives: the older generation including grandmothers, a grandfather, a
great aunt; a few fathers; older siblings and younger siblings; other relatives such as
aunts, cousins; and people in the community. The role of their mothers in this extended

family was central and will be examined in detail in the next chapter. The foundation at

home was a critical component for their stability.

Grandmothers and Other Elders

Grandmothers and other elders raised six out of the eight participants. Four of the
five African American youth were raised by their maternal grandmothers. Robert, the
only white participant, the computer whiz at age 14 who suddenly sprouted from a little
guy just over five feet to six feet in his last year and a half in high school, was raised by

his mother’s mother from his birth until age 12. At that time his mother had his legal
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custody transferred to his great aunt who was healthier. A family friend that Robert
viewed as an uncle lived in the same house and played a critical role of extra support.

Josh adores his paternal grandmother and grandfather who were Puerto Rican and
did not speak English, and who raised him from junior high school until he was sixteen.
In spite of a major falling out with them at sixteen, he sees them as the foundation of who
he has become:

My grandmother was so sweet. ...I loved her. Grandfather was strict, but I learned so
much from him. I learned so much from both of them. I learned so much from my
grandfather. He’s my inspiration for so many things. Like [ want to live my life just to
be, not like him—live his path.

Although grandmothers (and one grandfather and one great aunt) provided the
foundation for the majority of the youth, the participants developed additional support to
supplement the diverse relationships that they had with their grandparents. Many factors
made a difference in shaping the caregiver experience. These include: how old the
participants were when their mothers were arrested; who was taking care of them at that
time; who was the primary provider for them after the arrest; did that primary care person
change after the arrest and at what age; who replaced that person; the history of relations
between mothers and grandmothers and between mothers and the fathers; and
personalities of both caregivers and children/teens.

The participants expressed great appreciation for their grandparents’ role in
raising them. Looking back, they understood that their elders took over when their
mothers could not raise them at home, and that they sacrificed to do so. At the same time
the teens recalled conflicts with their elders; the elders were the ones who coped with the

teens’ desire for independence, acting out in school, defiance of curfews, nose piercing,

and the many other challenges to adult authority. The teens experienced their
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grandparents as not tuned into modern values and issues and therefore not able to
understand them as well as they imagined their mothers would have. Some of the
grandmothers had anger and negative feelings towards their own daughters in prison, the
consequence of complicated histories, and expressed those feelings to the
granddaughters. Sometimes they even compared the teens to their mothers in a negative
way. Shirelle said, “I know kids that live with their grandmother, and the grandmother is
just like, “Oh, your mother is nothing. Your mother’s a whore. She’s a crack addict.”
This not only was an additional stigma placed on the teen but it created conflict for the
teen over loyalty to the grandmother and to her own mother in prison.

Although this research does not examine the caregivers’ experience in depth, the
burden that they carried was enormous. The grandparents and other elderly relatives had
to shoulder the responsibility of raising their grandchildren, supporting them
economically, and negotiating the relationship between their grandchildren with their
daughters in prison.

Fathers

As teenagers, only two out of the eight participants had a relationship with a
father. In the focus group, the teens said “... a lot of kids are growing up without
fathers. ...It's the norm now. It's normal. ... But you're not with your mother, it's like,
‘Where's your mom? What do you mean? ‘What happened?’" The absence of fathers
was part of the broader community disintegration affected by unemployment, HIV/AIDS,
drugs, mass incarceration, and poverty. The fact that it was considered more normal to
not have a father around did not ease the loss. Most of the teens were working, at least

inside themselves, on their feelings about their fathers.
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Reagan and Allah used to pass their father in the neighborhood holding the hand of
another little girl, and he barely acknowledged them. He had cut ties with them after
their mother’s arrest in their early childhood. They felt that their father was not behaving
properly to drop them as his children after their mothers got arrested. Reagan said
sometimes she feels sad and sometimes she had no feelings. Allah said,

But, my grandmother, she kind of acts like she was our father anyway. And then my
uncle is my godfather... he was pretty much the father figure. I really never looked at is
as, oh, I don’t have a father in my life and it affected me too much, because it really
didn’t...., it’s kind of strange, but if someone told me that I was supposed to have a
father, that I needed one...I probably would have said, “Oh, I do?”

Josh was angry at his father who used drugs and was abusive when Josh briefly
lived with him. Josh ran away from him in junior high school and went to live with his
paternal grandparents. Natalia and Hector had fathers who had died when they were
younger. Hector’s father died when Hector was about to graduate from junior high
school. His father’s death came only a year and a half after Hector’s mother was given a
long sentence the day after Christmas when he was 11:

So when I lost my father I thought that my world was just going to fall down and it

was really hard for me to come out of that shell because once my father died I closed

up and basically I was just at war with the world and it was me versus everybody that
was in it and nobody could tell me anything... I started acting out in school you know

I didn’t want to do any work, you know, fighting with teachers, and other students,

always in trouble.

Robert had no idea who or where his father was and had never met him. Of the
two who had fathers in their lives, Sean had been living with her mother and father at the
time of the arrest and she continued living with her father and her siblings. Shirelle was
raised by her grandmother, but her father continued to be of financial support and was in

and out of her life. Both young women described their fathers as somewhat removed

emotionally, but still in their lives as fathers and financially helpful. Shirelle said, “... my
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father, he’s not here...I ... [may see him] ... once every two weeks. And he only calls me
when he’s telling me he’s going to drop by and bring me some money ...But we don’t
have ...a relationship.”

There was variety among the teens in their relationships to fathers. While it may
have been common in their neighborhoods for fathers to not be active in their children’s
lives, each one of the teens was affected emotionally by the particular relationship they
had or did not have with the father. At the same time, their feelings about the absence of
their mothers were more central and intense to their sense of security and self.

Siblings

Siblings were important as a way to sustain a core of a family after the arrest of
the mothers. Five of the participants had siblings. Those with siblings who were older or
close to the same age, relied on their siblings. Those with younger siblings took on a new
level of responsibility. Regan was eight and Allah was six when their mother was
arrested; they relied on each other for strength and closeness. Sean who was 11 when her
mother was arrested, had older brothers who took charge at home, while the father
remained primarily the breadwinner and was less communicative.

My older brother...his authority went on top of Dad,... I'm sure it came from my mother
delegating to him... knowing that my father is as laid back and doesn't say too much, my
brother kind of stepped in, maybe he played that mother-father role as well.

Robert’s older brother helped him to build and maintain a relationship with his
mother whom Robert had never known outside of prison. He said that his brother was
...someone [who] could relate... And he was right there next to me the whole time. He
was on every visit going up with me every time, taking the train ... If it wasn’t for him,

probably I wouldn’t have even got to see her as much. He was always the one who said
let’s go, you know. He was the only one telling me to write my mother.
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Younger siblings brought new responsibilities. Hector, the oldest sibling, spoke
about how it would have been different if his mother hadn’t been arrested: “..., I
wouldn’t have had the same amount of weight as far as having to be the parent, I
would’ve been able to just be the brother and trying to pursue some of the things that my
heart yearns for ...”
Other Relatives

The youth relied on different family members to extend their support system.
Allah and Reagan had cousins, aunts, and other relatives whom they reached towards, in
particular, their uncle. For Allah, his uncle had great meaning:

My uncle, he’s a strong Black man. ...I won’t say he’s taking care of all of us, but
he helps us out all the time, and he works in the record business...He’s the one that
got me my first shot in the record company. And he’s always telling me... to reach
for the best. Go as far as you can. He’s a big influence to me.

Natalia’s aunts and uncles and cousins became a central support system emotionally
and practically. While her grandmother was her primary custodian, Natalia said that her
grandmother was withdrawn, not communicative, and almost never visited her daughter,
Natalia’s mother. It was her cousins, aunts and uncles who were the family bridge, taking
Natalia to visit her mother both right after her arrest and throughout her mother’s
incarceration. They were also able to connect on an emotional level to what Natalia was
going through.

Changing Caregivers and Reaching Out Beyond the Family
When caregivers changed, even if the change improved the home situation, it was
destabilizing. Three of the male teens faced changing caregivers, and all three of them

had difficulties either in school or in their neighborhoods. After Hector’s mother was

incarcerated and his father died, he briefly lived with his older half brother at the
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beginning of high school. That relationship did not work out and during high school he
was put into the custody of his mother’s sister and her family. While it became a home,
there was ongoing conflict and Hector continually questioned whether he would stay
there.

Robert moved only one time as he was entering junior high school, but it was into
a different neighborhood and this change led to a separation from his brother who moved
to another relative’s home. Josh, who had come to his grandparents after several other
homes, dropped out of high school at 16 after his grandparents made him leave the house
after a major disagreement.

All three of the boys spoke about the value of relationships beyond the family that
helped them make it through high school. Josh and Hector became part of a church
group during their early high school years and the participation helped them. Josh always
reached out to meet people, to learn from them and to contribute to their lives. After Josh
dropped out of high school and was homeless, he slowly he put his life back together. He
drew on many people as he tried to reconstruct his life and then finally went back to
school. He spoke about one counselor who changed the direction of his life by
persuading him to go to college instead of into the military. Hector wanted to leave high
school and said he almost dropped out except for the advice given him by a girl,
reinforced by his mother. Robert speaks about drawing on support from within the prison,
saying the people he met in the prison gave him more support than he imagines most kids
had:

With just school and stuff...We always had more people around than most kids would.

... to tell you what to do, when they were telling us like, oh, he’s going to go to school;
he’s going to do this. That helps. That really does help. And I’m...I’'m living proof of
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that. Like a lot of my cousins didn’t have that, and none of them graduated...I’m the first
one from my family graduated high school.

All of the teens had important relationships within their communities and beyond their
immediate families. However, the three young men who had the least stable home
situations spoke the most about relying on relationships outside the immediate family to
sustain them.
Keeping a Secret: Coping with Stigma and Pity
Stereotype. The biggest stereotype. You're going to be just like your mother ...
when you grow up. ..... the most likely thing that's going to come out of somebody's
mouth is, "Oh, your father's in jail;" "Your mother's a crackhead." Or "Your mother's
in jail," or "Your father's a crackhead (Allah)

Being a teenager is associated with exploring selves with friends and the teens in
this study were no different. But having an incarcerated mother created real issues for
them. They faced the social stigma about their mothers being incarcerated; they did
not want their peers to know because the stigma attached itself to both their mothers
and to themselves. In general, the teens in this study did not tell their peers in school
about having a mother in prison. They kept it a secret. They lied about where their
mothers were or avoided talking about it. They felt alone with such an important
secret, uncomfortable about lying, and still affected by stigma. Both the stigma and
the keeping a secret about their mothers were a major challenge during adolescence
for the participants.

The Experience of Stigma

The stigma described in Allah’s words is about a view of inferiority of the person

based on an attribute that they have acquired not by their own actions, but rather have

had passed on to them because they are related to someone with the attribute and
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therefore “contaminated:” they might think that you'll grow up to be like your mother. As
the following focus group discussion notes, the stigmatizing affects the person in two
ways: first, it is a comment on the young person, degrading them because their mother’s
situation; second, it is a degrading comment towards their mother, reducing the mother to
the act leading them to prison:

Because they may figure. ... You're the same way ...maybe you'll grow up and be the
same way as your mother, ... maybe they see your mother as a negative person or a bad
person because of one situation ... why they're incarcerated or whatever the incident or
situation occurred, well, that makes the person now.

Unlike certain types of attributes such as race or a visible disability, the
stigmatized attribute of having an incarcerated mother is one that can’t be seen simply by
looking at the person. Sean makes this point in the focus group,

There's people all over the place that's going through the same thing that you're going
through, and you would never know. Because it's not something like the scarlet letter.
You don't have to put like MI--Mom Incarcerated. ... You don't have to brand that on
yourself, it's just a part of you.

At the same time situations arise where the absence of the mother begins to reveal
itself and requires negotiating a situation, lying, or figuring out what to say to keep it
concealed. The focus group discussion led to many stories about having to negotiate
where their mothers were:

If you meet... a new friend in school, and it's like, "Oh, so, what does your father do?
What does your mom do?" .., that's when it comes up about your mother. That's when I
used to get nervous. I was afraid to be at school, chilling, your mother's not there.
Everybody else's mother, they have them there, and something comes up where your
mom has to be.., in school. And it's like, "Oh, well, my mom can't come because ..."

And when it is exposed that your mother is someone who committed a crime and
is in prison, it is upsetting that peers know because of what people’s attitudes are. Reagan

tells the story of going to junior high school and running into a girl who had learned from

a friend of hers about her mother:
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So I get to school, this day, and now another girl’s like, “Oh... someone told me your
mother’s in jail for murdering somebody” and I’m in junior high school, and... I'm like,
“Damn, what do I say now?” So I just told her, “Oh well.” I told my friend it was the *
truth, “but she had no business telling you ...” Um, it hurt. I think it hurt more this time
than before because I was older and I knew more, so, this time gave me a stomach cramp,
not only was I naked, but I had a cramp in my stomach about it and I’m nervous because
I think that everyone else knows.

Teens felt the pain of the stigma when people would say something derogatory
about prisoners without even knowing that the teen had a mother in prison. For example,
Josh was explaining how his mother expressed her love for him by making arts and
crafts that he could take home. He cherished these gifts no matter how simple they were.
One day a friend saw one of his mothers’ crafts at Josh’s house and laughed at, putting it
down saying, "Hey, people make that in prison, you know that?" Josh said, “He didn't
know my mom was in prison. And it was like this ugly tin foil thing. And I was like, oh,
my God. This is a prison gift? ... So, I used to tell people she worked ...as a manager of
an arts and crafts store.” Josh kept his mother’s gifts because they were so important to
him, even after seeing them through the eyes of friends. At the same time, he lied about
who gave them to him and their meaning him.

Adolescence, Stigma and Acceptance

Almost all of the teens tended to keep the truth of their mothers’ incarceration as a
secret from most of their peers. Having an attribute or characteristic that represents a
stigma, something that could be the reason for exclusion, derision, or denigration, can be
particularly painful and difficult for teens. They want to be seen as normal, not different.

In high school, Allah didn’t want his mother to appeal her case because of his fear that

negative publicity about his mother would affect him: “something like that just might
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mess up my reputation. ... I'm at every basketball game, every this. I'm just prom king,
prom this.... It probably would have ruined my life...”

Sean emphasized the desire not to be seen as different when she said, “You want to be
like everybody else, and people sometimes have that thought ...that because mom is not
here that you're different. But, you're still the same person. ...that's still your mother;
you're still whoever you are.”

Josh also spoke about not wanting to be seen as different and in the focus group
brought up his embarrassment at having an incarcerated: “It's embarrassing to say well,
my mother's in prison...And they would look at you like ... You're different. You ... feel
like it's probably like being homeless.” Josh articulated the underlying shame and even
though he said it was not about him, and just about his mother, he did not want to be
associated with it, “I was basically ashamed ... just like it's shameful ...: I don't think it
was anything about me, just being ashamed of my mother... Because they thought your
mother's this, you know, she's such and such and such. You know... A convict.
Criminal.”

The youth said that it felt more normal to not have a father around than to not
have a mother around and even more unusual to have a mother in prison. The focus group
discussion emphasized this:

...I've met kids whose fathers were in prison ... but when it comes to their mothers, I
never met anyone... I think society is so used to seeing fathers in prison that...they don't
rea.llly like question it. ...I think it shocks them more when somebody's mother's in
prison.

This does not mean that they would not have experienced stigma associated with

having a father in jail. Although there is a “macho” image projected in media about men

in prison, none of these young men or women wanted to end up in prison.
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Pity and Other Reasons for Keeping a Secret

Stigma wasn’t the only reason for not telling friends; there were other reasons as
well. Most of the participants said that they did not want pify, especially from teachers,
but also in general. Reagan comments that ““:...Nobody wants a pity party...a lot of the
times I don’t tell people because some people pity you, you know, people do that, and I
don’t want anybody to pity me at all because I'm fine.” Sean said that her family kept
things in the family, “We never were brought up to have people in your business
regardless of what the issue was” and she also said that she did not want to be overcome
by the emotions that were inside her about the situation: “I didn't think that I was ready.
...now I can talk about it and not cry about it ... and not be emotional about it.”

Coping with Stigma

The participants recalled that in high school they all dealt with their desire to keep
a secret that their mothers were incarcerated by lying or avoiding telling their peers. Most
told a few close friends, and some told a trusted teacher.

One consequence of lying to friends about their mothers’ incarceration was that
they had to keep secrets about their own lives. The goal was to appear normal, like other
kids, and they had to renegotiate each new situation in order to avoid being found out. In
rap groups, interviews and surveys, teens frequently talked about the various ways they
avoided telling the truth about their mothers. At the same time, most of them said that
they did not like lying. Josh said, “Yeah. It was so embarrassing. I always told them
that, you know, she's on vacation. But how long can you keep on telling kids that you're

on...I tried never ever to bring it up”
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Sean took the stance that nothing had changed in her life with her mother. Her mother
was still her mother. In the focus group she said that she used broad language that simply
didn’t reveal where her mother was: “Even if they ask me now.. ‘Where is your mom?’
‘Oh, she lives upstate.” I'm not lying. That's where she resides. ‘Who do you live with?’
‘Oh, I live with dad and my siblings.’”

Allah spoke about how one lie leads to another and constructs a web:

When you don't tell somebody ...You're always lying. ... Not to say you're lying to do
harm, but you're just always telling a fib. It's always, "Oh, what did you do today?"
Knowing that you went to see your mother today, "Oh, I had to go with my aunt to go do
this and go do that." .. Why you didn't do this. Who did you see? Where did you all go?
What did you buy? And then, before you know it, it's lie after lie after lie after lie after
lie after lie after lie. And then, before you know it, your whole conversation's about a big
lie of a bunch of things that you did--a bunch of things that you thought you did today, or
a bunch of things you could have did if you didn't go and see your mother.
Only Hector said that he told people directly:
“Where’s your father?” “He’s dead.” I say it just like that. “He’s dead? You’re so cold
about it.” “What you want me to do, sit down and cry because you know I can’t change
it, | mean, he’s gone.” “Where’s your mother?” “She’s incarcerated.” You know its like,
what you want me to do, I’m not going to show emotional over something I can’t change,
I see it as senseless, a waste of time to do such a thing
Although he sounds distant from emotion, he said these words with a great deal of
emotion. Hector wrote poetry in high school and his poetry expresses the emotional pain
that enveloped him.

As the teens moved through high school, they told special friends, but it was
always a considered choice, carefully negotiated so that they could feel safe and not
vulnerable. The teens indicated that the older that they became, the more likely they were

to confide in certain people whom they trusted, either a close friend or a romantic partner.

Shirelle spoke about this:
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...I don't look at everybody as a friend. I know who are my real friends. So, I tell people
who [ truly care about and I love, and | know... They're always behind my back, no
matter what.

In some cases they told teachers. Shirelle said that she told a high school teacher and was
really glad that she did and that the teacher then helped her write her college essay:.

The participants were looking back at high school and talking about the secret that
they kept, the stigma that they faced, the pity that they avoided. Almost all of them said
that the older they got, the easier it was to cope with the social attitudes around them. No
longer being in a high school, their worlds were larger, less concentrated and therefore it
was easier to keep parts of themselves to themselves and their close friends. But most
important, they were no longer as dependent on other people’s attitudes about their
mothers or themselves. Their sense of identity and security about self were more solid.
As Allah said,

Before, it was just shaky, shaky. I was more concerned with people in my school ... But,
as I grew up from there, I started to think like why do I care what they think? It doesn't
matter what they think. It's about what I think. And what I think right now is that [ want
my mother to be home. So, it wouldn't matter.

Social Realities, Social Challenges

Most of the participants came from neighborhoods in New York that are among
the poorest and most under-resourced. It is difficult to separate their specific experiences
of having a mother in prison from many of the other realities that were also challenges.
Robert moved in junior high school to a settled homeowners’ neighborhood, but until
then he had lived in a poor neighborhood in crowded living conditions. Only Sean, said

that her neighborhood was quiet, a “good’ neighborhood.”. The other youth described

their neighborhoods negatively. Shirelle described her neighborhood as dangerous:
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I want to get out of the neighborhood, and I really, really want my grandmother to come
with me...I hate it. I’ve been here too long. The drugs, the murder. It’s an every day,
there’s something going on. If somebody’s not getting shot, it’s people getting jumped;
they’re getting robbed. .

Several of them spoke about the dropout rate. Some of the women spoke about
the large numbers of girls becoming pregnant in high school. The teens shared the
sentiment that as they watched their friends’ dreams be defeated, they felt as if they were
among the few that made it through, and they felt very proud of themselves. Allah
articulates this general sentiment:

...my friends that live in the neighborhood...look what they’re doing now. Well, we
were all the same age; I’m the only person that went to college. I’m the only one that
graduated from high school.... We used to all be like, “This one is going to be a
basketball player.” “This one is going to be a football player.” ... [Yasheed] ... was
going to be the lawyer. You was going to be the actor, and you was going to be the
star. We all had that. And now I look at it, I’'m the only person...I’m the only person
that’s living up to the thing I want. Everybody else, like dream went down in the
ground, and that’s because all they did was hung out with people that lived in the
neighborhood.

For some, getting out of the neighborhood and having other role models and
influences was helpful to them. Allah’s relationship with his uncle was pivotal:

I started hanging out with other kids—other kids in different

neighborhoods. And I started hanging out with my uncle more. I got a job

working at a record company. I started seeing the finer things of life. Me

working in the record company was like right up my alley, because I wanted to be
in the entertainment field. So, my world was all about that.

The stigma from having an incarcerated mother was only one of the negative
representations that they faced; often it combined with other stigmas related to class,
race, gender, ethnicity and nationality. The one African-American male participant,
Allah, spoke about the stigma that race carried with it:

.I know in a lot of people's cases, it affected them a lot, because you're African

American, and that's something that they look down on a lot of African Americans as
criminals and "you did this," "you did that." It more became an issue as I got older.
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None of the African American young women defined race as a stigma for
themselves; they did indicate that it might be different for a male. However, they felt that
they were struggling to not be identified with the stereotypes of their neighborhoods
which included teen pregnancy, welfare, and “ghetto behavior,” all of which were related
to racial stereotypes. Reagan credits her grandmother with creating a home that protected
her from “ghetto influences:” “I was raised a certain way but I wasn’t raised to think I
was better than anybody but I was totally different... I don’t have to act the way my
surroundings are and I never have, my grandmother is on our back.”

And Josh whose mother was Dominican and father was Puerto Rican said that he
thought that the issue was class more than being Latino.

I don't think Latino is [the problem]. I think it's being poor. That stigma. And
sometimes...I think people are looking at me different when I walk into a certain
environment. Like, what is this guy doing here? He's dressing different. I don't think
it's more my skin, because there will be people there- Spanish people and Black people,
but ...since I'm dressed in a different way, I'm not with them, so I'm looked down as poor
... A hooligan, you know, some wannabe and stuff.

The teens struggled with who they were going to be wherever they were. They
carried with them their family situations that included a mother in prison and for some of
them childhood poverty. Robert moved into a suburban “better neighborhood” for high
school and Hector went to a small school with a good reputation, but, class issues led
each of them to feel out of place. Robert explained,

The suburbs are a lot better for a child...[but]...you feel like an outcast....

remember when I first went to school here, they put me in a speech class because

they said I had an accent from the City ... [LAUGHS] ... I just didn't get along
with all these kids out when I moved out here... Because when I first moved out
here, you know ... ... I really couldn't relate. They're all into playing sports, going
home, having a nice cooked meal on the table, you know. I'm going home and

going out, going out again, going ... [to look for food] ... Well I kept getting
suspended. I would cut school with people in the school. And then when they
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pretty much had enough of me out here, they sent me to...a school for kids that
got kicked out of school ... more kids I could relate to that, because it's hard to
find an island, but they pretty much took them all and put them in that school.
Like me.
Then Robert added, “All regents, all regular academic. Very smart kids who were
all just dealt bad hands...”
This struggle to become someone who could make it, yet feel comfortable with peers was
ongoing.
Defying Expectations, Striding Towards Self
I think it made me ...want to achieve more, because everybody.. it’s in their head I'm
going to ... fail. Or I’'m going ...to go to jail. So that really made.. I’'m going to do

school; I’m going to go to college. ..I guess just the fact that society or everybody thinks
that you’re going to be like a bad person. I think that you will just strive to be good.

(Natalia)

The teens were busy like all teens focusing on self, who were they and who were
they going to become. They all spoke about working against the expectations that they
would fail. These expectations arose partly because their mothers were incarcerated, and
the teens felt these predictions from society at large, their peers and even some family
members. These dire predictions about their futures also had roots in their being youth of
color (all but one) and from under-resourced neighborhoods and schools. They all talked
about how they were motivated to prove to society, their families, and to themselves, that
they would succeed.

These teens were determined not to end up in prison. Allah said,

Knowing where my mother’s at; knowing that I don’t want to be there one day.

And knowing where I’m going and I know where I want to go. So, I got dreams,

...And my plans, like the biggest plan in my mind right now—and I would never

tell my sister or my brothers this—but I want to be the one that they’re calling
when they need something. .”
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No father in life. When I finally figured it out, the only question that kept going
through my head was like why me? Am I being punished? That's what it always
felt like. I'm being punished because I don't have a father figure in my life, and
then...then the one figure that I did have, they...I just got it [taken] away. It's like

why me...so now that made me look at it like I had to do twice as better than I

thought I was going to do before.

They did not want to make the same mistakes, such as choosing the wrong friends, or
using drugs, as in Josh’s situation:

Seeing my mother being brought down by drugs, for so...so many years. It’s like

the ultimate sin to do drugs, to me. ... My mother being incarcerated was a

deterrence. So I don’t do drugs, because if you’re going to do drugs, you’re going

to end up like her.
In some cases they said they did not want specific character traits of their mothers that
they view as having caused the problems. Hector spoke,

I have strived to do everything the opposite way .I’m twenty now; she had me

when she was 19; Lord knows she had a very tough childhood but by the time she

was 19 she had already committed more than enough things to put her where she
is now. So for me, it was it is more about not having that same violence and
animosity... It’s about taking it easy and striving to do the right thing , and not
feeling like everybody’s against you, the world don’t owe me nothing —sometimes

I feel like I owe the world... .

Most of the youth spoke about the central role that educational goals played in
their lives. Graduating from high school was a tremendous achievement. Surrounded by
dropouts, struggling with unstable living conditions, and coming from families in which
most members had not graduated from high school, they were highly motivated to
graduate. Every one of the participants graduated from high school, and their success was
an enormous source of pride.

All the participants also dreamed of going to college. For most of them, college

represented a path to a life that would be different from the life that led their mothers into

prison. At the time of this writing, five out of the eight youth are in college as well as
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working to help support themselves. Two other participants began college, left, but plan
to continue their education, and presently are working full time; and one is working full-
time in order to support himself and his 16 year old brother, whose custody he was
awarded by the court when he turned 19.
Josh summarizes the feeling of most of the youth when he speaks about education:
It gives me something to back myself. up with, you know. They can't just push
me away and say, hey, you're uneducated, so this is your place in the American
society, American life and stuff. ...It gives me a voice. Not that other people
who don't have college degrees and high school diplomas don't have a voice, but
it does give some kind of credibility in the eyes of, you know, society, say,
America, that I am somebody, that I achieved something, that I have worked hard
for something
Dreams of future careers also played a role in helping the participants move
successfully through high school. From acting to modeling, to being a fashion designer or
a psychologist, to joining the armed forces or being a political activist, to working for the
FBI, to being a bus driver, and a computer scientist, or opening a business, the dreams of
their futures combined with educational goals were part of what helped the youth to
create their own futures.
Determinism versus Agency
Did the youth see themselves as victims of choices made by their mothers, social
policy towards crime, and broader social conditions or as having free will in making life
choices? They felt both. They saw themselves as victims a criminal justice system that
gives out unfair long sentences without considering the person or their circumstances; or

victims of their mother’s actions, or victims how children of incarcerated parents were

treated, and, as Hector said, “the playing field to me was a little bit stacked, you know,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



171

against me.” On the other hand, they all felt that they had the power to make choices to
determine their future and the word victim made them feel weak.

Hector said,

...my mother being incarcerated- it strived me, it made me want to be better than her.., I
had to make some different choices, I had to make choices that were going to make a
difference, from you know separating me from her, what she chose to do with life. So I
definitely think that her being incarcerated affected me as far as how I choose, my path.
To some degree, the position about free choice came with age and a confidence about
having made it through the difficult teen years. Robert expresses this:

...it wasn’t only my mother in prison. My cousin Roberta was in the same prison as my
mother. And my cousin Anthony, he was in prison many times. My cousin Jimmy was
in prison at the same time. My brother’s father was in jail. A couple of my uncles—...A
lot of people from the family were in jail. When I was younger, I always thought
something like that would happen. But then when I got older I was like it’s... up to me.
It’s my decision.

Reagan said that her grandmother helping her to resist the negative pressures.

The participants were aware of all of the challenges that they faced yet they saw
their lives as teens as years of struggle to succeed, to not succumb to the negative forces
around them, years when they made choices.

DISCUSSION
Loss of Mother and Holding on to Her

The literature on children of incarcerated mothers has documented common
experiences, emotions and behavior observed in children of incarcerated parents (P. H.
Collins, 1991; McGowan & Blumenthal, 1978; Osborne Association, 1993; Parke &
Clarke-Stewart, 2003; Reed & Reed, 2004; Travis & Waul, 2003). Many factors

influence how children respond to the arrest of their mothers. The emotions and

behaviors discussed by the participants of this study such as trauma from the period
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surrounding the arrest, fear and anxiety and nightmares, confusion, stigma, and anger are
all documented in the literature. Behaviors such as acting out at home or in school are
also noted, as are challenges that they faced such as changing caregivers and greater
responsibility for siblings. The findings of this study about the challenges for the
participants are consistent with the existing literature.

Who Raised Me and Whom Did I Reach For

Although the study focuses on a small n, current research on incarcerated mothers
and care-giving arrangements is reflected in the study. When a mother goes to prison
only 28 percent of the caregivers of the children are the father and 52.9 percent are
grandparents of the child and 25.7 percent are other relatives (Mumola, 2000; Travis &
Waul, 2003). In the present study, out of 8 participants, at the time of the arrest, two
fathers became caregivers (25 percent); one set of relatives (12.5 percent); and five had
grandmothers caring for them (60.25 percent.) By high school, only one had a father as
caretaker, two of the youth were raised by other relatives during their high school years
(25 percent) and five out of the eight were raised by grandparents (62.5 percent). When
men go to prison 89.6 percent of the caretakers for the children are the mother (Mumola,
2000).

Extended family involvement is needed when the mother goes to prison. The data
from this study suggests that even after the grandparents or father took responsibility, the
caring for the youth was extended to include uncles, aunts, cousins, and older siblings to
extend their supportive networks.

Research shows that African Americans have developed ways to raise children

that reveal adaptive and resourceful strategies to cope with the many political and
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economic challenges that they have faced beginning with slavery, and including poverty,
discrimination, drugs, AIDS, and now, mass incarceration (P. H. Collins, 1991; Gutman,
1976; Stack, 1974). The kinds of strategies used to raise children in African American
families can be put under the umbrella phrase “extended family.” The mothers of the
participants of the study went to prison largely between 1986 and 1996. In these years the
communities from which they came experienced cutbacks of social services, the crack
epidemic, the government war on drugs, the AIDS epidemic and the strategy of mass
incarceration (Mauer & Chesney-Lind, 2002). Grandparents, and, in particular,
grandmothers, had to pick up the raising of their daughter’s children as their daughters
went to prison, were lost to drug use, or died of AIDS. The four African American youth
raised by their grandmothers sit very much in the tradition of othermothers named by
Collins (1991) who had to pick up the responsibilities of mothering when their daughters
could not carry out their role of mothers. This was also the case in the Irish family of
Robert, who lived with his grandmother until she was too old and the role of raising him
passed on to his great aunt, as well as in the Latino family of Josh. Extended family
networks are in no way exclusively part of the African American family history; they are
depended upon to meet children’s needs in order to add necessary resources by poor and
working class people, regardless of race or ethnicity.

The youth also reached for support beyond their families, especially Josh, Robert
and Hector whose teen lives were less stable in terms of family and school. It is
documented in the literature that in addition to support from family, one of the protective

factors for youth with incarcerated families involves people outside the family such as
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individuals in the school system, peer groups or churches that support the children’s and
parents’ coping efforts (Parke & Clarke-Stewart, 2003).
Keeping the Secret from Friends: Coping with Stigma and Pity

Stigma due to the incarceration of a parent is one of the challenges cited in the
literature for children of incarcerated parents (Bernstein, 2005; Osborne Association,
1993). The findings of this study firmly support the literature that defines stigma as a
central issue for children of incarcerated parents. This finding differs from the conclusion
in some literature (L. Mills & Recovery, 2006) that stigma is not a great factor for
children from neighborhoods where incarceration is a relatively common occurrence.
Almost all of the youth were from neighborhoods of high incarceration rates yet stigma
was a primary challenge that they noted.

The stigma that the youth experienced because of their mother’s incarceration is a
secondary stigma because it was the result of an association with the primary stigmatized
person, in this case, the incarcerated mother Goffman (1963). The discussions by the
youth about having an incarcerated mother confirm the basic findings of the literature
that degrading and dehumanizing terms were likely to be directed at their mothers and,
then, towards them as well. A new finding in this study is the emphasis that the
participants made in differentiating between social attitudes towards the incarceration of
fathers and men, and that of women and mothers. Although it was said that the
incarceration of a mother was rarer and more shocking than the incarceration of a man,
there was no indication that the incarceration of a father would have been free of stigma.

Unlike certain types of attributes such as race or a visible disability, the

stigmatized attribute of having an incarcerated mother is one that can’t be seen simply by
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looking at the person, and is called a concealable identity (Goffman, 1963). Although
true for teens of incarcerated mothers, the data complicates such a claim by revealing that
certain types of situations described by the participants such as school events or rituals of
passage placed the youth in positions of having to explain where their mothers were and,
in that sense, it was not concealable.

Goffman (1963) defines the central question in a stigmatized person’s life as
being that of “acceptance.” One dimension of acceptance is that of social acceptance-
acceptance by others. Social acceptance by peers is a major issue for adolescents. There
is a desire for acceptance by ones peers in order to find the support base for day-to-day
life and for the transition towards greater autonomy (Shaffer, 2000). Although there are
many different groups and cliques that define themselves as “different” from one another,
it is difficult to have an attribute that is both looked down upon and rare. Goffman refers
to this resulting from the general human desire to be like “normals (Goffman, 1963).

To be stigmatized by ones peers, to be excluded or made fun of is particularly
threatening to adolescents (1968). Having an attribute or characteristic that represents a
stigma, something that could be the source of exclusion, derision, or degradation can be a
particularly painful and difficult thing for a teen. The study finds that the youth very
much wanted to protect themselves from stigma from their peers and they wanted to be
normal, not different. Although one participant said at one point that he was direct about
telling friends, more exploration with him would be necessary to know whether this was
generally true for him. All of the other participants kept the truth of their mothers’

incarceration as a secret among most of their peers at school and in their neighborhood.
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The data reveals that the youth created diverse ways in different situations to cope
with concealing that their mothers were incarcerated. They avoided conversations about
her; they said that she was someplace that she wasn’t; they used language that was broad
enough about her location and about ongoing communication that they didn’t directly lie
but gave the impression that she was home. In rap groups, interviews and surveys, teens
frequently talked about how they dealt with this process. The data corresponds to the
emphasis that Goffman(1963) places on the attempt of stigmatized individuals to cover
the attribute and to appear normal, and in each new situation having to renegotiate his or
her identity in order to avoid being found out .

By high school most of the participants told special friends but it was always a
considered, careful choice, carefully negotiated so that they could feel safe and not
vulnerable: In high school, teens indicated that the older that they got, the more they
would confide in certain people whom they trusted. It was always very carefully
negotiated, however, protective and aware of possible negative consequences. In some
cases it would be a close friend, in another case it would be a girlfriend or boyfriend.
Occasionally they also confided in a teacher. Goffman (1963) refers to this mechanism of

coping with stigma as such as sharing it with a close friend or confidant, referred to as

3 »

wise.

Goffman (1963) argues that acceptance, both social acceptance and personal
acceptance, is central to the issue of stigma. Did the social stigma, stigma from peers or
from family members lead to an ambivalence about self that Goffman (1963) says is
inevitable? The data suggests that the teens’ sense of self was negatively affected by the

stigma as indicated by the fact that they did not want their peers to know where their
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mother was and they also were motivated to distinguish themselves from their mothers in
so far as ending up in jail. A sense of self evolves through interactions with others
(Leadbeater & Way, 1996b) and therefore the two forms of acceptance, social and self,
are interconnected. Social acceptance can mean interaction not just with school and
neighborhood peers but with others such as mothers, family, teachers, counselors and
community people such as religious, and, as in this study, other youth with incarcerated
mothers. As pointed out by Cross (1991) and Ward (1996) social acceptance as defined
by one social grouping is not necessarily the defining factor about self-acceptance. The
relationships that the teens had with their mothers, with family members, with other
relatives helped to complicate who the mother was as a person and as a mother, thus
working against the narrow definition of the mothers with the stigma label. While some
family members at times reinforced the social stigma towards their mothers and even
directed it to the teens themselves, most family members were also able to support the
relationship between the mother and the teen and see positive attributes in the mother.

Although stigma has been named as a major challenge that children of
incarcerated parents face, the problem of pity has not been noted in the literature. This
may be because there are few studies of adolescents with incarcerated parents and
perhaps it is in the teen years that youth are more likely to eschew pity as they become
more self-reliance and independent and are more aware of wanting to be individually
competent.
Social Realities and Social Challenges

The literature about youth with incarcerated mothers also contextualizes their

lives, making the point that they usually face multiple challenges along with the
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incarceration of their mothers (Baunach, 1985; Bernstein, 2005; Parke & Clarke-Stewart,
2003). The findings from this study are consistent with the literature. The participants
made clear that having a mother who is incarcerated is only one of a variety of challenges
that the youth faced. Other conditions included under-resourced neighborhoods and
schools; some faced poverty; some faced abuse; others suffered from the drug
involvement of their mothers; changing caregivers; all of which contribute to making the
sole issue of a mother being incarcerated an even greater challenge. The image or identity
that they had to struggle with within themselves was about whether they could make it, or
whether they would fail; failure included going to prison, but was broader than that. The
challenge involved how they would develop a sense of personal self-worth in spite of the
obstacles they confronted. Could they realize their dreams or would they take a route of
so many friends of dropping out of high school and being unemployed. Race, class,
poverty were all areas that were tied to the stigma of having a mother incarcerated and
different ones of the teens spoke of this.

Defying Expectations of Failure, Striding Towards Self.

In the literature about children of incarcerated parents, frequently the youth are
defined in a framework that sees them as victims (Bernstein, 2005; McGowan &
Blumenthal, 1978; Parke & Clarke-Stewart, 2003). From one perspective, the participants
in this study are victims of a combination of social conditions as they themselves have
acknowledged. At the same time, many of them also reacted to the word “victim” as
making them too passive and weak. Their own words and behavior suggest an ongoing

resistance to the stereotypes and obstacles that they were presented with.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



179

In some literature about youth from poor and working class neighborhoods, there
is an effort to focus on youth resistance to oppressive conditions and representations
(Burton et al., 1995; Ladner, 1971, Leadbeater & Way, 1996b; Weis & Fine, 2000Db).
Through resisting, the youth become active in creating alternative representations to
those that portray them as either victims or failures (Leadbeater & Way, 1996b). The
teens in this study were usually resisting negative pressures, sometimes becoming part of
them, always engaged in defining self, trying on different identities, struggling to grow
strength internally, striving to achieve external goals. They drew on and were nourished
by different people in that process and by their own emerging goals and values.

Goffman has been criticized for seeing people as defining themselves around their
stigma and for being defensive about themselves (Frank, 1988). Some of the literature
looks at the importance of social relationships in helping young people overcome social
stigma (Cross, 1991; Ward, 1996)

The findings from this study are consistent with the literature that stresses the
value of social relationships for youth in helping them transcend the representations that
distort who they are and that put a ceiling on their potential (Cross, 1991; Gilligan, 1982;
Leadbeater & Way, 1996a, 1996b; Way, 2001). The participants drew on those who
raised them at home, even coping with contradictory messages from some of the
grandmothers; they relied on their mothers in prison, on friends whom they trusted, on
their siblings and other relatives, and on church groups, and people who came into their
lives from their communities, including women in prison whom they met when they

visited their mothers. These relationships were a foundation for their development
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beyond the stereotypes and for their navigation around the many obstacles that were
thrown in their way.

The tension between determinism and choice is explored in literature that looks at
the lives of young people struggling with conditions of oppression and inequality. The
best of such literature understands that while socio-economic class determines material
and social conditions, individuals do differ in their response to such limits. Individual
efforts are always in motion, changing the character of things and of the youth
themselves (Cross, 1991; Greene, 1988; Leadbeater & Way, 1996b; Way, 2001; Weis &
Fine, 2000a). In the findings of this study, the youth were highly consciously of their role
in making choices not to be defined by expectations of their failure or the arduous
conditions that most of them faced. Instead, they chose to keep stretching.

This did not mean that there were not real challenges that continued to affect what
was possible for them, Context is critical in understanding development and it is
important to understand a people in their own context because social and cultural,
economic and political and historical conditions all create options, limits and possibilities
(Bronfenbrenner, 1988; Burton et al., 1995; Garcia Coll et al., 1996; Greene, 1988).
Hector came from a family where no one had graduated from high school, but Hector
wanted to go to college. It was his dream. He also wanted to be an actor. He did graduate
from high school and almost went to college. But it didn’t work out. Now, at the age of
20, Hector is working in a car wash seven days a week. At 19 he made a decision to go to
court to get custody of his younger brother so as to give him a home and get him through
high school. Hector’s enormous achievement in self-sufficiency and caring for his brother

is an example of how the developmental process of youth and their achievements and
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must be understood within a context. Sometimes Hector asks himself, what if I had gone
to college? Where would I be? Who would have taken care of my brother? Unanswered

questions. He is a poet. He is still writing.

Summary

The challenges that the youth named included:

e coping with the arrest and the loss of mother in early or later childhood
and her continuing absence during high school;

e getting a support network to raise them at home;

e social conditions of poverty, crime, or drugs; or moving to a better
neighborhood or school yet feeling out of place because of being poor, or
coming from the “ghetto;”

e Kkeeping a secret from their peers about their mother in prison; the stigma
from peers at home, society, and even parents or grandparents; lying

about where their mothers are and feeling alone with the experience;

facing negative representations of the teens based on race, class, gender,
and interrelationships between them, and having a mother in prison;
This chapter examined some of their coping mechanisms such as:
e wanting to have a relationship with their mothers in spite of the difficult
and often painful conditions of visitation;
e creating a complex extended family network of support, lying to protect

themselves.
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¢ individuals struggling within themselves-- a personal philosophy, self-
reliance, the drive to not end up where mother is, the dream of graduating
from high school and going further, career dreams;

¢ framing their issue of agency v determinism as something they had to
struggle with;

The next three thematic chapters will look at the teens’ ability to create key
relationships that gave them support, that were new and creative to meet the
circumstances, that required agency on their parts, on their mother’s parts, and on the
context of the particular prison and prison programs that supported those relationships:
with their mothers, their peers, and all of the mothers and all of the peers who, in their

mind, represented family.
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CHAPTER VI

THE PARADOX OF INTIMACY

Introduction

This chapter will explore the relationships between the teens and their mothers.
Many people assume that once a mother is in prison a close relationship with her child
would not be possible. In the case of these young adults whose mothers have already
been incarcerated for at least eight and up to twenty years, it is even more difficult to
imagine. This research shows the opposite. All of these eight youth had significant,
complex and enduring relationships with their mothers, filled with knowledge of their
mothers’ strengths and vulnerabilities, sometimes with strong feelings of frustration or
anger or admiration, and with conflicted yearnings for closeness and distance. After
reviewing the context in which these teens sustained relationships with their mothers, the
chapter will look through the eyes of the teens at what their relationships with their
mothers were like, over so many years of separation by prison; their insights about their
mothers; how they place their mother in the larger network of support; and what their
incarcerated mothers mean to their development as they search for who they are. The
main section headings that are in the following chapter are: Sustaining a Relationship;
Mothering in the Larger Network of Caring Adults; Strong Insight of Mother as a
Complex Person: Complicating the Good Mother; My Mother/Myself/Trying to Find a

Self and Identity With/Relation to Opposition to My Mother.
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Context

Visiting hours at the maximum security prison were 7 days a week, from 8:45
a.m. to 3:30 p.m., with special programs for mothers and children on weekends and
holidays and free buses from the city and upstate for families. A children’s center area
was carved out of the larger visiting room and separated from it by a wall largely
consisting of a plexi-glass window. A large rainbow extends from one end of the wall to
the other, above the door, welcoming mothers and children with the words, “Joy is
unbreakable in the hands of children.” Inside the children’s center, all children including
teens and mothers were permitted far greater physical contact and activity with their
families than in the regular area. Here it was possible to do such things as make arts and
crafts, play games with all of the children and mothers together, or just lie down together
on the rug and relax. This was in contrast to the regular visiting area which was set up
with individual tables where a mother and her visitor would sit. No contact was permitted
between the visitors and inmates at one table with visitors and the inmates at another
table.

The parenting classes for mothers took place inside the prison in an area that
outsiders, including children, could not go. In the parenting center, mothers could
participate in programs that supported their desires to help and connect with their
children. The women who wanted to participate in the teen program with their teens had
to take a parenting class called Mothers of Adolescents. This program helped the mothers
understand adolescence and what their children were going through, and it functioned as
a support group for the mothers, helping them to cope with challenges that they faced as

mothers of adolescents.
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Prison as an institution is not conducive to supporting relationships between
incarcerated mothers and their teens. The physical separation of mothers and teens is the
most obvious obstacle. Added to this is the prison priority of security that constantly
places limits on communication between mother and child and on activities during visits.
In this larger context with obvious limitations, the prison permitted the development of
programs that attempted to support relationships between mothers and children, and, for
the purposes of this study, between mothers and teens. Those programs made possible the
teens’ relationships with their mothers that were critical for their development. This

chapter will explore these relationships from the point of view of the teens.

Sustaining a Relationship

Parenting from a distance

I need somebody to talk to; she's there to talk to. I want somebody to listen to me,

she's listening. I need her advice, she gives me the best advice she could give me.

If I need something, she tries her best to get it. She does what a mother could do,

you know. That's why... it's real hard. And I don't think anybody could

understand it or know what it is unless they're in ...in their mother's shoes, or
their child's shoes, to understand why I feel like my mother's a good mother even

though she committed a crime. Because if my mother didn't help me, ... I

wouldn't be the person I am today. (Allah)

Allah was six when his mother was arrested. He has been raised for 15 years by
his grandmother who cooperated closely with his mother inside prison in raising him.
Robert was born after his mother was arrested. For twenty years he has known his mother
only through prison visits. He has been raised by his grandmother and great aunt. If his

older brother had not pushed him to visit his mother regularly, he wouldn’t know her at

all. Sean was raised by her mother and father, and her mother was arrested when she was
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11. Now she is 21. Josh, whose mother was arrested when he was 6, always thought of
his grandmother as a mother, yet has a tattoo of his mother in prison on his back and
carries her with him. Allah, Robert, Sean, and Josh have very different histories with their
mothers, but all of them, along with the other four young people in this study have
something in common: their relationships with their mothers are of central importance to
them. These relationships reassure them that their mothers, despite being in prison, still
love them, and, in diverse ways, each relationship is an active part of their adolescent
lives.

Mothering across a separation can occur for different reasons: divorce,
immigration, foster care, or employment demands. In such situations the child and parent
have to be active and deliberate in order for a relationship to occur. These young adults
described how even from prison, their mothers carried out basic roles of parenting,
adding to that enacted by the family at home: unconditional love and nurturing;
guidance; and protection.

Josh speaks about the unconditional love he received from his mother, echoing a
theme that many of the youth spoke to “....nothing in this world could replace the love a
mother has for their child, nothing in this world....The passion that I had for my mother.
.... It’s a different type of love when a mother gives you love compared to a father, or
anyone gives you.” And Natalia, whose mother was arrested when she was 11, speaks
about the unwavering commitment and protection that she feels from her mother: “Just
someone that’s there for you. Always understands you and never judging you or
anything. There to give you advice and laugh and joke with you and somebody who

protects you.” When their mothers were arrested, the youth had experienced the violation
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of that commitment. The teens’ feelings of receiving unconditional love and protection
from their mothers were possible only because of an ongoing relationship that allowed
for healing and rebuilding.

Guidance from the mothers involved encouraging the teens to stay in school, advising
them on problems they had with friends at home, negotiating with them issues that came
up with guardians, and listening and talking with them about the many issues that
adolescents face as they grow up. Guidance also took the form of motivation. Hector
talked about motivation towards self development:

My mother just always wanted me....to graduate from high school, go to college,
make something of myself. ...do something positive in life. Nobody that I know
of in my family has gone to college-- I don’t think my father ever finished high
school. I don’t think my mother ever finished high school so me getting up this far
is definitely one of my motivations...for succeeding.

Sean spoke of how her mother’s attitude helped her (Sean) to cope with her mother’s
arrest:

....her accepting, “okay, I’m incarcerated” ...made it easy for us to accept it.
Because everyone hasn’t been able to accept it. Like, “I can’t believe I’'m here.”
“I hate it here.” And don’t make their time useful, so it’s hard for their kids
probably to accept it, as well. .

Romantic relationships were another area where the teens looked for and received
guidance from their mothers, both boys and girls. Hector said, “She helps me make
decisions when it comes to girls and she helps me see things when it comes to those types
of things...”

Even though the teens had the authority of the guardian raising them at home,

they also wanted their mothers in prison to be authority figures in their lives in order to

feel that they still had mothers. Many of the participants internalized their mothers’
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presence even across the separation and, as Natalia said, they felt the guidance and voice
of authority of their mothers as if their mothers were home.

We have our relationships with our mothers, so it’s not like we’re going to be able

to .. really act up and then ...not hear from our mothers. ...just because your

mom’s away does not mean she’s not your mother. So, I guess maybe that kept
us in line....So, even though she’s not home, she’s going to find out. So, you
might as well just behave.

Mothering meant protection in the form of helping with basic issues of survival—
school, housing, health, or helping accomplish other goals such as learning to drive.
Robert spoke about how his mother had made the decision that staying with his elderly
grandmother in the city was no longer his best home option once he became a teenager.
She worked hard to get him a new caretaker, her aunt, who was not quite as old as the
grandmother, and who lived in the suburbs. Then, when Robert had problems in school,
his mother was able to help get him into another school. The parenting center had a
program that helped Robert’s mother and other mothers aid their children in solving such
real life problems outside of the prison.

While mothers in prison could not provide essential financial support, some of the
mothers had a greater ability to help their children on the outside either because of
financial resources, social networks or personal initiative. Sean, for example, described
how her mother arranged for her to get driving lessons:

I failed my first driving test. But, she was the one who arranged [for] me having

driver training... From prison. I have no clue [how she did it] But it was done. 1

mean, | had lessons. No one in my house wanted to teach me how to drive. None

of my siblings. Nobody had the patience. And I don’t know what Mom did. But

Mr. C’s... Driving School was there, and the lessons were paid for.

Because of the exorbitant costs of collect phone calls from the prison, a family’s financial

situation also made a difference in the amount of phone contact. At the same time,
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mothers relied on outside networks of family to help them stay in contact with their
children.

If the phone doesn’t work...she’ll get to us some way...she could always call or

write a letter, or have a message ... she may call her sister and my aunt will call

us. Or she’ll call a friend, and then the friend will call...so you know, we never
had to worry about her not being able to call.
The teens felt that their mothers were going to try to meet their needs and the effort being
made by the mothers helped the teens feel that their mothers were there for them. Allah’s
mother was able to get a Christmas gift for him from the Christmas program for mothers:

Nobody never gave me McDonald money. Money that I could only use at

McDonalds...So, that’s for like that day that I don’t have no money ...and I'm

starving, I don’t feel like eating nothing in the house. But then, with McDonald

money, then I could go to McDonalds...

The teens appreciated their mothers’ attempts to help them, in spite of the
limitations. They were distraught about the thought that they might not have been able to
visit with their mothers. They used words such as “upset”, “...Wow. IfIdidn’t know
my mother? If my grandmother kept me away from my mother? ... I would have been
upset at someone.” “Depressed...I probably would be so depressed, like I don’t know, I
probably wouldn’t talk to anybody. I talk to her more than I talk to anybody, I believe.
Well, I’ll tell her more things about me than I’ll tell anybody else. ...” Several of the
participants said that they would be angry, and they were shocked bordering on indignant
at the thought. Allah said that a reason for seeing the mother is imagining the mother
coming home from prison and not having known each other and the changes that have
happened and the anger you would feel at being abandoned, by both mother and child.

Sean whose father remained as the parent at home after her mother’s arrest expressed her

feelings:
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Most of the time, the mother is the primary parent ... The mother is usually the
one that provides the nurturing. The fathers usually provide financial stability. So,
it’s kind of senseless to take away..like how will the kid get nurtured. ...you’re going
to keep the child away from his family or his mother, rather. Why would you do
that? You’re only going to cause further issues further on down, and that’s just
crazy...I might have broke into Northrop if you’ve got to tell me I can’t see my mom.

Teens Support Their Mothers
“It’s basically fifty-fifty. I think we take care ...of each other” (Shirelle)

Prison leaves women vulnerable, reinforces dependency and passivity, and creates
conditions for role reversals between teens and mothers. Mothers depend on the teens for
such things as the teens’ decisions to visit or not to visit; to bring a food package; to shop
for other items the mother may want. Teens have had to handle custody issues in court,
or financial issues with an attorney. And rules within the prison reinforce a dependent
relationship. One often noted example is the yellow line that is about a foot away from
the vending machines. Women who are prisoners are not allowed to touch or go over the
yellow line. They are not allowed to hold money or to touch the vending machines. Teens
as well as younger children have to get their mothers the snacks from the machines
during visits.

Some of the teens spoke about how they had to support their mothers while their
mothers were also mothering them. Other teens said that their mothers never revealed
vulnerability or needs. Sean expressed sensitivity at different times during the interview
towards her mother’s new powerlessness and said that over time her mother figured out
how to mother from prison:

I remember not trying to complain to my mother. I don’t want to complain to her.

Because I don’t want her to have that feeling like I can’t do anything from here.

... But, as the years went on,..she takes her credit. “Oh, it’s because of me that
you did this.” .., and it’s true.
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Some of the mothers had ongoing emotional issues that led to having problems or
getting in trouble in the prison. The youth saw themselves as trying to help their mothers
stay out of trouble by advising them, both in the interests of their mothers and for
themselves. One example of this concern was expressed by Natalia:

She’s always fighting, always arguing up there. She tells me all the time. I really
don’t want her to get into fights, because I don’t like her getting tickets. I want
her to come home when she’s supposed to come home. ... I always tell her like,
“Ma, behave. Please behave. Like I don’t want to hear the next time up that you
did this, you did that. So, please, just behave.

In one situation, a participant, Shirelle, felt that she personally was so negatively
affected by her mother’s behavior that she decided not to visit her for a year.

And my mother, once I got like sixteen, my mother got a dose of her own
medicine...she finally realized that time she couldn’t intimidate me no more. She
couldn’t speak to me like I was nothing. She could not. And I explained to her
where she was at, and how I was living my life without a mother and, you know,
knocked some sense into her. And then like after that, she was cool, because...
she knew she couldn’t intimidate me anymore. And I’d go on to say me and my
mother have a very good relationship. Very good.

All of the teens were 11 or younger at the time of their mothers’ arrests. By high
school there already was history that had shaped the relationship. Often, these
relationships combined the mother providing unconditional love and attention to the teen
and the teen knowing simultaneously that the mother had issues that had or could
negatively affect them. Hector expresses how he sees his mother in his life:

Well, my mother, she was everywhere. She can be my best friend today, and be

my enemy tomorrow and the next day be my mother. My mother put me through

a lot in life,...the first couple of years of my life she put me through hell and back

but I think even with that, she’s always been my best friend because she’s allowed

me to be who I wanted to be and you know, today we have a powerful, a very
very good relationship, she’s my mother and she’s also my best friend.
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Paradox of Intimacyii

The youth said their relationships with their mothers in prison were closer and
better than their friends at home had with their mothers, aware that there was a
paradox that in separation there could be an even greater closeness. When analyzing
how this could be, they had insight. Robert said “...I think it’s an even better
relationship than most of my friends have with their parents. Because...you learn to
appreciate them more, you know, not being able to see them; ... seeing them is “like a
privilege now.” The separation created an intense desire to connect from both the
teens and their mothers so that “..every month, there was something new to tell, like
you’re just saving up all month, then once you got there you just let it loose and she’d
take it all in.”

For these teens, the intimacy they described was about sharing the details of their
lives, telling their mothers their secrets, and feeling their mothers’ total attention
focused on them, a very different image than emerges from how adolescents are

[13

thought to feel about their parents. Natalia said, “...once she went away, I would
make it my business to tell her everything that went on in my life, I talk to her about
any and everything, even if I was ... [on the phone] ... for a long time... When we're
up there, we just talk and talk and talk and talk.” The teens and their mothers also
expressed and enacted their desire for intimacy through physical closeness by lying
down together in the children’s center, napping, massaging and braiding hair.

The separation and imprisonment also created a changed role for the mother as

authority figure and disciplinarian. Since the mothers were not at home, even if they

played a role in trying to exercise discipline, it was from a distance. And this very
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distance allowed the teens to feel more open with their mothers...: Reagan articulated
this when she said “...I don't think I would be as maybe close or as close ... because I
think my mother would have been there to ... screen.” Natalia said it wasn’t just that she
wasn’t there to see everything, but even how she gives guidance is different:
That's why I...talk to her about stuff. She never tells me it was right or wrong or
what I should or shouldn't do. So, I come to her and talk to her about everything I
did. ... And even if she knows...I'm doing wrong she won't say. She'll still let me
basically make my own mistakes.
The participants saw the intimacy as something that the mothers also fostered.
Many spoke about how eager the mothers were to listen to them and how they gave them

[

so much attention: “...I don’t remember my mother asking how school was...” Sean
said, talking about her mother before her mother’s incarceration. She spoke about how
her mother had been so busy earning money and supporting the family that she didn’t
have the time to focus. She added, “So, when you work so hard, you don't get to enjoy
those moments. You shouldn't need a vacation to enjoy time with your family.”

The teens shared the details of their lives with their mothers through talking,
letters, photos, and fof some, videos of special moments. The mothers expressed their
love by listening eagerly, through cards and poems, and through acknowledgment of
regrets. Together they made arts and crafts that the teens could take home; some of these
projects were cleared by security allowing the mothers to take them back to their cells.
When the researcher visited four of the participants in their homes, they all showed the
letters, cards and crafts from their mothers that they had saved. They expressed and

enacted their desire for intimacy through the physical closeness of through lying down

together in the children’s center, napping, massaging, and braiding hair.
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Reagan captures what so many of the youth expressed- an eagerness of the
mothers to hear the details of their teens’ lives and a willingness and desire by the teens
to share the details:

If she could call me everyday, my mom calls me everyday. She writes me all the

time.... we talk about my boyfriends...... school, work,, what’s going on on the

inside with her, you know, things like that, and I, I like to keep her posted on
everything because I think if my mother was home, I don’t think we would’ve had
the same relationship.

Natalia went through the huge bag of cards that she had saved from her mother as
she answered the question about how her mother expressed her love and caring:

I guess ...the best that she could. She always... celebrated ...send me a card or

something, ...my sixteenth birthday, eighteenth birthday,. I know she's always

referring back that she couldn't be there. But I always just thought that she was
there.
Then Natalia found a card that her mother had sent expressing her regret and read it out
loud. It began:

We make mistakes and we let people down, specially the ones we love, that

doesn't mean that I don't love you. I've made a lot of mistakes in my life. ...and

most likely there are more mistakes for me to make. I just only hope and pray
that no more of my mistakes ever cause you any more pain and my bad judgement
never touches you.

Allah and Reagan were two of the youth who made videos for their mothers,
sharing with them the details of their rites of passage. Allah videoed his senior prom and
his tap dancing events. Reagan videoed her senior prom, first saying how important the
prom is to mothers:

The big senior prom and helping you pick a dress out and you get dressed and

going with me to get my hair done, my nails...stuff like that....: We videotaped

everything. We videotaped... ... she got to see me from the time I got out of the

shower ‘til the next morning when I came home at like four or five in the morning
and everything. She got to see everything, so..., I did watch it with her
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Sean spoke of how she and her mother weave together the present and the past to

create an intimacy:
She [Sean’s mother] used to go to parties. ...So, now, when I go out to partying
and I tell her, "Oh, I went out to a party; this is what happened.” And I may show
her a picture: "This is what [ wore." Like, "Oh, I had a dress that was just like
this... she'll come...and she'll remember places that she went, in reference to
that.... That's you sharing a moment where you were separated, but together in
the same time and space, because you can cross the same grounds together.
All of the teens expressed that they felt they had a special closeness with their
mothers that came from the separation, even if they wished that their mothers were home.

Reagan expresses the irony of the paradox when she says she hopes that she doesn’t have

to be separated from her own child to be as expressive of her love as her mother has been
to her:
Sometimes it takes that kind of separation for parents to talk to their kids like that,
no matter how the kid is; good, bad, whatever; it takes that kind of separation ...,
I would never want to be separated from my kids or anything and I would want to
be just like that with them; open, inspiration...I want to write my kid a poem, you
know...just so they...everyday...so that everyday that they go to school and they
open their notebook they see the poem that Mommy wrote to them and, you
know, feel like, “this just made my day better.
All of the mothers except for Josh’s are still in prison. The participants crave the
sharing of life and key life events with their mothers. Many of them said that they would
wait until their mothers came home to get married or have children. Shirelle decided not

to celebrate her associate degree commemoration because she knows her mother will be
home for her college graduation, and she wants to save celebrating college for when her
mother is home.

Sean said,

I say things like I don't want to have a child with my mom not being here. 1
definitely don't want to get married if...I'm not going to get married until my
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mother's home. So, I'll wait. As long as I can ... I'll wait. I'll wait, I'll wait. I'll
wait for her. That's not a problem. That's good. I'll wait.

Reagan expressed empathy for her mother missing opportunities when she said,
“...I'm going to have kids. I’m going to allow my mom to relive everything with my
kids. Everything. I’m going to allow her to change diapers because she didn’t get the
chance.”

When Allah imagined his future, he spoke about wanting his mother to be his
manager: “...But I know for a fact that wherever I'm going in life, that when I make it
there, I'm going to probably make her my manager, because she would know what's right,
for some reason. She always knows what's right.”

Mothering in the Larger Network of Caring Adults

Prison is a site of extreme powerlessness.. It is not surprising that even with the
involved relationships between the teens in this study and their mothers, the guardians at
home were the ones in control of rules on a day-to-day basis. The mothers in prison had
to develop a different style of guidance. Almost all of the teens said their mothers in
prison were not the strict disciplinarian that the caregivers at home were who enforced
the day-to-day rules during their teenage years. Their mothers in prison were the ones
who listened, explained, and gave advice. Depending on variables such as their
relationship with the guardian, her own personality, and her relationship with her child,
the mother was more or less able to play a role in guidance. Reagan and Allah are brother
and sister and they have been raised by their grandmother since they were six and eight.
They appreciated the fact that their grandmother and mother cooperate in raising them.
Reagan said, cause my mom basically raised us from prison. You know, she called home

and she gave some type of advice to my grandmother...she told my grandmother some
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things, like, um, “I think it’s okay if you let ‘Reagan’ go to the beauty parlor and get a
perm for the first time”, you know, “I think it’s this and I think it’s that.” And
sometimes, to this day, she [grandmother] says ....”Wait until your mother call and ask
your mother.”

Their grandmother is stricter, more authoritarian in her rules and ways and created
both frustration and respect from the siblings. Reagan remembers, “Raised me. Taught
me everything. Made me mad. Always make me mad, but I love her. ...she know what’s
right and what’s wrong, but as a teenager—as a young adult—I want to find out things
and do things on my own.” And Allah said that his mother always took the time to
explain the rules. “Grandma’d say ‘no’ to me. [ used to just run and call my mother, and
like, “Mommy, this happened, this happened,” and then she explained to me, like,
‘oh...this is happening because now you need to do this, you need to do that.” And then I
would listen and understand.”

Sean describes the adaptation to being inside prison that her mother went through
and that she thinks other mothers have to go through when they are in prison:

So, instead of jumping to conclusions and pointing the fingers ...I think parents, they
learn to just listen and they scold on a milder level, because they'll get through to
you. ...I'm sure at home, they scream and they yell and they don't get through to you
as much. But here, they learn to make you feel it ...they let you learn and they want
you to have these experiences. And if you do something right or wrong, you know,
you'll learn and see for yourself. Whereas, if they're home...if it's something wrong,
you'll just get in trouble for it, and, ... you probably don't really get to see what's the
lesson or purpose behind.

Sean said her mother had changed how she gave guidance, but she continued to play

a role in household affairs; her father mainly continued as the breadwinner. Sean

describes a conflict over the use of a bathroom and concludes by saying: “Dad is not
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going to really tell us we can’t do it. Just speak to mom. Now the bathrooms are free and
available to everyone.”

The youth contrasted the roles of their mothers inside with their relatives outside also
in terms of closeness and communication. They deeply appreciated their grandparents or
elder relatives raising them, but felt that their mothers inside could understand them
better because they were closer in age. Robert expresses this about living with his great
aunt when he says “... My aunt-- really there’s not much communication with my aunt.
She’s older. Like I said, my mom was younger and could relate to us more. ...it"’s not like
she was there, but it was more like she was there for us.” And several of the girls imagine
sharing critical moments with their mothers if they had been home, such as a first kiss, or,
in Shirelle’s words, “Like for my graduation. When I lost my virginity.”

Josh along with several of the other participants referred to both their
grandmother and their mother in prison as their mother. For example Josh said, “Like my
grandmother was my mother. And, for the rest of my life I still consider her my mother”
yet Josh’s ongoing contact with his mother in prison was a source of a special love that
he says is special from mothers who give birth to you. He put a huge tattoo on his body
expressing his love for his mother who was incarcerated. His mother was not able to help
him in his life outside prison and he depended on his grandparents for a foundation of
guidance. On the other hand, his grandparents had a harder time relating to Josh’s world,
coming from a separate cultural and linguistic reality than Josh’s teenage life. In many
ways, Josh was alone even as he created a family with two mothers. After difficult early
high school years, he was told by his grandparents he had to leave home, and at 16 he

was on his own.
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The variety among this small group of teens with their caregivers communicates
different ways that the youth integrated their relationships with their mothers with their
guardians.

Strong Insight of Mother as a Complex Person
Complicating the ‘Good Mother’

The youths’ insights about their mothers suggest deep reflection unusual for teens
about their parents. Shirelle said,

But now... knowing the whole story... and knowing how my mother was and

why she did what she did, and why she used to do all the stuff she used to do, I

know ...she had a reason. She didn’t ...have guidance. She didn’t have support

from my grandmother. She didn’t have nothing....I guess when you’re all by
yourself and you don’t have your family ...to depend on, or their love and their
guidance and their support, you’re basically by yourself and you have to fend for
yourself. And it’s hard.

The teens all searched for understanding about what had happened that led them
to have a mother in prison. Although faced with society’s assessment of their mothers
not just as bad mothers but as bad people, reduced to the act that had brought them to
prison, these young people had a complex experience of their mothers, and their desire
for meaning led them to a deeper understanding. For some it meant understanding their
mothers’ own childhoods; for others, it was about understanding problems their mothers
faced as adults. Others continued to cope with the emotional issues of their mothers while
feeling their support and love. Almost all reflected proudly on their mothers’ personal
growth and/or contributions to others within prison. They could experience their mothers
as full people. Although they also explored the crimes, either with their mother or in

learning from independent sources about them, their interest went beyond that act. They

learned about their mothers’ own childhoods. They struggled with issues of responsibility
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and punishment. They experienced their mothers as important in their lives as mothers
and hence were able to talk about how one can be a good mother even if one committed a
crime, an issue that is a debate underlying public policy. It is these issues that this
section explores.

Many of the participants, like Shirelle, spoke about problems that their mothers
had in their own lives as children. These understandings were often tied to a level of
empathy for their mothers and understanding of how their mothers’ own childhood
experiences were linked to their mothers’ actions leading to incarceration. Hector
expressed an understanding that his mother consciously raised him in a very different
manner than she was raised, not wanting to repeat the abuse that she had received:

Her growing up, her childhood was very very bad, I mean she was abused

constantly, she didn’t want to repeat that again, so, her not wanting to repeat that,

she gave me a completely different life than what she experienced growing up-
that’s what opened the doors for me to be who I am.

Most of the participants had interpretations of why their mothers had ended up in
prison even if it wasn’t tied to their mothers’ childhood problems. Reagan said,

My mom didn’t listen to my grandmother a lot, you know? So, maybe it’s one of

those situations where she’d probably say to herself, “If I would’ve listened to my

mother when my mother told me this, maybe this wouldn’t have happened”,
And Sean said,
It took her a while to put herself first, maybe, and put her children first. So, being
able to be independent, ...if she wasn’t involved with my father for as long as she
was, maybe, maybe certain things wouldn’t have occurred.
These explorations of their mothers’ lives were not free of emotion. Most of the teens
did not want to say they had anger towards their mothers. Yet anger was something they

struggled with. When Sean responded to the question of whether she was angry at her

mother, she went back and forth between vehemently denying anger but then expressing
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a criticism or critical observation: “No. No. Nope, nope, nope, no, no.....maybe not
able to be independent...I don’t think ever really mad at her, but maybe ...if she wasn’t
involved with my father for as long as she was, maybe certain things wouldn’t have
occurred”

Josh was not satisfied with his mother’s explanation of what led her to sell drugs,
and he expresses anger as he speaks. In the end he concludes that education is the key in
this country. .

The past few years, as I see myself progressing...and she probably thinks I find it

so easy that I’'m doing such and such. But, I tell her once again, I didn’t have you

here in the first place; I was raised by eighty year olds, seventy years old, you

know, throughout my whole childhood, and I’'m still here, you know. And I'm

pretty much the same age right before you went to prison, and I haven’t sold

drugs. You know, I don’t need drugs or anything like that. So, what makes it so
different?
When asked whether she explained her choices, Josh said,

She said [to] support me, because her father wasn’t helping out. So, it was
basically to support me. And ...[then to go back in] ... education, too. .. That’s why
education is really important. It doesn’t matter. ...in this country, you would
definitely falter ... [without eduction].

Whether or not they spoke directly to their mothers about it, most of the young
people as teens had worked on trying to understand the crime itself because it was about
their mothers and the trajectory of their own lives. It was not an easy subject to talk about
with their mothers. Two of the women, Natalia and Shirelle, expressed concern that
raising the issue could upset their mothers. They stayed away from talking about it.
Natalia said, “Probably like the memory would ...really be overwhelming for her. So, I

think it’s probably best that. ..it’s blocked out of her memory.” Allah did his own

research on it, had a long talk with his mother, and then did not want to go back to it.
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Robert said that it happened before he was born and it was none of his business. Sean,
who was older when the crime happened and knew exactly what happened, said it made
her feel better to be able to talk about it with her mother:
You feel so much better... it’s just like when you talk about something, when you’re
withholding it for so long and then it finally comes out, , you know, maybe you didn’t
want to hurt people’s feeling or whatever. But that’s just one less stress mark for you.
Sean added that some things a mother may never want to tell a child and the child’s
age plays a role in what a mother might explain:
And, at the same time, a mother isn’t going to want to say everything because no
matter what there could be an effect on the child.... So, some things I’m sure my
mom...I know she didn’t tell us everything. She says she tells us everything. But I
wouldn’t...nobody tells everything.
Josh was the only one of the youth whose mother had committed a non-violent crime. He
spoke concretely about what his mother was actually doing in the interview and about
talking with his mother:
My mother ...was involved in selling ...narcotics, and I knew that she was on
[that]...stuff, but I was so young I didn’t know what the stuff she was doing. I
just knew that we traveled a lot, went to the Dominican Republic four times. I
missed school for a year. We often traveled upstate—and different states at ...
[odd period of times]....
Almost all of the youth were very aware and proud of their mothers’ personal
growth and/or achievements in prison. Natalia noted her mother’s emotional growth:
She likes doing counseling...last year, she facilitated one of the programs.
Before... she was a more quiet person....I think she has grown more. ..like the

public speaking, she hated it. She would get so nervous, start shaking... But she’s
taking courses in it now, and ...it doesn’t bother her so much anymore.

Allah was proud of his mother raising a dog for somebody who is blind or deaf
and also spoke proudly of his mother as a teacher in a parenting class, “...she’s teaching

other ladies how to raise their children. And then I sit back and I think, like wow. So,
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you really...you really have what it takes to really teach another female how to raise their
child.”

Sean spoke about the many ways her mother had grown. They included
approaching situations directly instead of holding a grudge; being more interested in
other people’s opinions than previously; and, most of all, her new focus on achievement
in learning and not just on earning money. Sean said that when her mother had been
home, she had been running her own business and wasn’t concerned about getting an
education,

My mother reads the books now, and she’s like, “Oh, I read that book.” And we

read some of the same books. ... our topic of discussion is broad now, because

..we can talk about the same thing, and, we can have full-fledged conversations

other than what’s going within the household or what’s going on within school.

We can talk.. about what’s going on in the news. We can talk about politics. ...

and....if she wasn’t incarcerated, these things would [not] have occurred.

Several of the youth were proud and aware of their mothers’ personal growth but
also seemed to think that their mothers would change only a certain amount, and might
still engage in problematic behavior. For example, Shirelle said:

I think she changed a lot....She’s a lot calmer now .... And she tells me I
shouldn’t be the way I am.... Like I’'m not going to lose sleep on her. I know she’s
still got the little..a little crazy side to her, and that’s never going to go away.
Besides that...I think my mother has changed a great deal.

The young adults faced society’s condemnation of their mothers as bad mothers.
They experienced the loss, trauma associated with the arrest, and many ongoing
problems, but they also loved their mothers, needed them, visited them and constructed

and sustained relationships with them. It was on a deep personal level that they

experienced contradictions inherent in being a good mother and a woman who had
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committed a crime. Allah emphasized the feeling that his mother is part of him, and able

to change.
She did something bad. But, no matter what, that’s your mother, and a part of her is
going to be inside of you. So, she probably did something back then. But prison is
all about changing. ...When, you go to prison...it’s not more about like punishment,
punishment, punishment. It’s about they understand people change, be somebody
different. ... She does what any other mother could do. And she do it to the best of
her ability.

Sean sees her mother as a good person, part of a community, and a mother who
has helped her be the person who she is. She did not want to see her mother reduced to
the act that took her to prison. This is a feeling reiterated by Hector who says “...granted
my mother’s in prison and yeah she’s incarcerated but I have a mother because my
mother has-----made me who I am today.”

The youth grappled with issues of crime and punishment on a deeply personal
level. On the one hand there was a sense that punishment for a crime was acceptable and
necessary. Yet they missed their mothers and they felt that the lengths of sentences were
not fair. Several of the participants said sadly and with hesitation, probably it had been
better for the trajectory of their own lives that their mothers had been incarcerated. Josh
said,

It’s sad to say, but I know on the path that my mother was going, that either she

would have died, or I would have died, or we both would have died. So, it’s very,

very.. hard for me to say, but it’s good. I wish she didn’t receive the amount of
time she received, but it’s good that me and her were separated and she was
separated from the lifestyle she was living. Because it put me on the path of
meeting all these different people, all these different shapes of life, I probably
would have...never have graduated from high school, because she never pushed

me to do anything like that....I’m not glad it happened. No one should be glad to
wish prison on anyone. But ...like I say, it influenced my life.

Shirelle said,
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I wish she had been home. ... I look back to...all the time I missed her, and I

wish she was here, because I think I wouldn’t have to go through that because I

would be with her. But then, I’'m kind of glad that she’s been away, because

maybe if she was there, I wouldn’t be the person I am....I might have went a

whole different route

As the participants speak, it is valuable to imagine what they might have said if
there had been other options for their mothers such as drug treatment programs for
mothers who could have their children with thém; domestic violence programs;
community mental health services; or day care along with support for higher education;
any of these might have made a difference in the choices their mothers made.
My Mother/Myself/Trying to Find a Self and Identity With/Relation To/Opposition

to My Mother

Hector respected his mother’s strengths and could see how they were also tied to
some of her problems, but he saw the roots of positive parts of himself as connected to
his mother when he said, ...” ...the only thing is that I am more upgraded than my
mother, more correct, more positive- but I get that from my mother, that determination,
that power, ...outgoing personality,...her strong minded....” For Hector and the other
teens, their mothers served as vital reference points for their sense of themselves, for both
positive and negative qualities; their ongoing relationship with their mothers allowed
them to feel connected to where they came from, who they wanted or did not want to be.

Reagan struggled with whether or not she is stubborn like her mother. She feels as
if her mother was stubborn and that was at the root of the problem that landed her in

prison. She said that her mother didn’t listen to her grandmother’s warnings about

friends. Reagan wanted to learn lesson from her mother’s bad experience, yet she
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remembers as a teen that she also wanted to have the freedom to choose her own friends,
and not have her grandmother make these decisions:
I think that when people... push a character on you because me and my mom look
alike people always say that we do this alike and sometimes I don’t think we are
alike. When my mom was my age she was much more stubborn than [ was. ...
but, I think we are alike in stubbornness and not wanting to listen to certain
things. You know, that’s how girls are.
Shirelle, like many of the youth, were conscious of the negative and the positive
that they took from their mothers as they figured out who they themselves were:
It [her mother’s incarceration] affected me, because I have a bad temper.... And I
have ...a really bad attitude. But I never think that I would end up in jail, because
...I’'m my own person and ...my grandmother, she has a habit of ...“You’re just
like your mother. You’re going to end up just where she’s at.” But .it doesn’t
bother me now. Because I know who I am and I know where I’m going.
All T think about is school, just focusing on what I do, and that’s it. A lot of
people say that ‘you’re just like your mother.’... Because ...that’s one thing that
I’ve always heard that, no matter what your mother did, she always made sure she
was in school getting straight A’s. And like everybody tells me that. Everybody.
Although adolescence is a time of separation from parents, it is a time of constant
measuring of self in relationship to ones parents. These youth were no different, in spite
of separation and in spite of the reasons for the separation. Their ability to continue to

relate to their mothers was an important resource in their examination and definition of

self.

DISCUSSION

Sustaining a Relationship
Research has documented the importance for most children of having contact with
their mothers after arrest, during the separation of incarceration, and in anticipation of

coming home (Baunach, 1985; Blinn, 1997; Bloom & Steinhart, 1993; Gamer & Gamer,
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1983; McGowan & Blumenthal, 1978; Osborne Association, 1993; Reed & Reed, 2004).
Every one of the eight participants was vehement about the need and desire to have a
relationship with his or her mother. There is great variety in age of the teens when their
mothers were arrested (not yet born to 11years) and the number of years at the time of the
interview that their mothers had been in prison (7 years to 19 years); there is variety in
the kind of relationship that they had before arrest and since arrest. Yet, the participants
unanimously and strongly expressed feelings about the importance of the mother in their
lives and the desire for visits and other contact.

One important role that ongoing contact with a mother in prison can play is to
reassure the child that her or his mother has not abandoned or forgotten him. The child
can realize that they remain loved and central to that parent’s life (Gamer & Gamer,
1983; Osborne Association, 1993). All the participants spoke to this issue using different
phrases such as “she’s there for me” even though she’s not there; the caring, the special
love, the nurturing. The participants wanted and felt an unconditional love from their
mothers. Most of these youth had no father in their lives.For these young people, their
mothers were the biological parent who could communicate a special commitment and
love.

Incarceration is not the only reasons for parenting across a separation. Other
common situations include divorce or separation; immigration, foster care, and the
demands of employment. The literature that explores the role of a parent after separation
or divorce is useful because it has in common with the experience of these youth the
possibility of ongoing contact with a child. Nelson (1999) says that the obligation of

parents to their children in the context of separation and divorce is “to stay connected”
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for the purpose of maintaining intimate relationships with the children. Nelson maintains
that staying connected helps children to develop a sense of themselves, and it is through
this commitment to remain connected that a child learns about morality as well as about
him or herself. The role of the parent also includes specific functions of protection,
nurturing, identity-formation and guidance.

Clearly, the issue of the mother’s commitment to her child, described by Nelson
(1999) as a moral issue, is central in the relationship between an incarcerated mother and
her child. The mother has left the child as a consequence of the action that led to her
incarceration. For the participants in the present study, the commitment by their mothers
to the relationship with them represented an opportunity to work towards healing
ruptures, trauma, grief and loss that accompany parental separation from children due to
incarceration (Baunach, 1985; Bloom & Steinhart, 1993; Osborne Association, 1993).

All eight participants spoke about the nurturing that they received from their
mothers through visits, phone calls, letters and cards. And at least four of the participants
spoke about the feeling of being protected by their mothers. The youth gave examples of
protective actions by their mothers such as: moving the teen from one school into
another, changing the caregiver situation or neighborhood; protecting the teen
emotionally from hurt; making certain she or he had money.

Developmentally predicted roles of parents and adolescents are not inevitable.
They are socially determined (Burton et al., 1995; Fineman, 1995b; Garcia Coll et al.,
1996; Glenn, 1994; Lan, 1997; Roberts, 1995). In the context of this study, several
factors shaped the roles of the mothers and the adolescents: the vulnerability,

powerlessness, and problems that the mothers faced in prison and that the teens were
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aware of; the fact that for some of the mothers, their lives were less out of control in
prison compared with their lives before the arrest because they were now separated from
drugs, poverty, and domestic abuse; the strong need of the teens to have a mother who
loved them and guided them and the equally strong need of the mothers to be able to love
and guide their children; and the desire to be connected as mothers and children.

The youth spoke about helping their mothers in several different ways: coping
with their powerlessness and their general difficulties of prison through visiting, bringing
packages and being sensitive to their situation; protecting them from discussions about
the crime that might upset them; giving guidance to those mothers who had bad tempers
or other emotional or behavioral problems; and supporting them as they grew and
changed. The youth also spoke about how their mothers gave them advice, communicated
an unconditional love, helped them solve problems, celebrated as mothers their rites of
passage, and supported them through hurts, disappointments and efforts to succeed. Some
referred to the roles as “50/50” and we take care of each other. Others said that she is a
best friend and also a mother.

Adolescent development literature emphasizes the need for young people to
separate from their parents as they slowly mature into young adults with their own
identities, and who are capable of making their own decisions. Teens spend increasing
amounts of time with their peers, and they have worlds and secrets and experiences that
they no longer share with their parents, yet they continue to rely on their parents and need
their parents (Burton et al., 1995; Erikson, 1968; Leadbeater & Way, 1996a; Seltzer,

1989; Shaffer, 2000; Wolf, 1991). Exactly how the relationships develop in the balance
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between peers and parents is something that is affected by particular relationships and
specific contexts and has been documented as such (Burton et al., 1995; Ward, 1996).

The specific context in which the participants built their relationships with their
mothers was that of separation combined with the regular access by visits, telephone and
mail permitted in the state and the prison in which the mothers were incarcerated The
finding of this study suggests a particular adaptive way of teens relating to their mothers.
A consistent theme among the participants was that they shared their lives in detail with
their mothers, that they wanted to tell their mothers everything and that in many cases
they defined their mothers as their best friend. This did not substitute for the central role
of peers in their lives, as the next chapter will examine. While they did not share
everything with their mothers, the emphasis on telling their mothers every detail about
their lives, talking for hours with them, craving a physical closeness that they could have
in the children’s center, whether taking a nap on the floor close to a mother or having hair
braided, is different from the prevailing view that emphasizes the need for adolescents to
demonstrate their independence.

Some of the young people themselves addressed why this might be the case. They
missed their mothers and wanted to make up for unusual separation. They wanted
closeness. Because the mothers in prison were not there in the house watching and
worrying and regulating the teens on a day-to-day level, the teens could be open and
intimate. The relationship with the mothers was outside the zone of tight regulation or
judgment. As numerous writers have said, adolescent development must be studied in
specific contexts (Burton et al., 1995; P. H. Collins, 1991; Garcia Coll et al., 1996,

Gutman, 1976; Stack, 1974). These largely black and Latino/a and working class and
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poor youth go through this transitional period of life facing specific conditions of
separation due to incarceration. It was precisely the distance and separation that allowed

for the intimacy.

Mothering in the Larger Network of Caring Adults

A central ongoing role for parents during adolescence is that of guidance (Shaffer,
2000; Wolf, 1991) Providing guidance was one of the aspects of parenting that almost all
of the participants spoke of when looking at who their mothers were in their lives.
Throughout childhood, the parent has already contributed to the teen’s sense of right and
wrong and the parent’s voice inside the teen is part of what guides him/her (Wolf, 1991).
Two of the three youth whose mothers were arrested when they were 11 and whose
mothers had been stable figures in their lives both reiterated that their mothers were
there, with them as figures of authority.

Guidance for adolescents inevitably involves an increasing level of letting go,
allowing the teen to make more and more decisions and is combined with a constant
parental setting of limits and making demands (Shaffer, 2000; Wolf, 1991). How this
process took place with the participants in this study was shaped by the reality of
incarceration removing the mother from the day-to-day role of setting limitsting and
demands, combined with the existence of an extended family in the caregiving role. The
extended family, described as a strategy for survival in the Black community by Stack
(1974) and othermothers described by Collins (1991) who aid the biological mothers are
two examples of how the role of raising children is carried out by extended networks, not

a nuclear family.
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The participants described separate roles in guidance for their incarcerated
mothers and the caregivers at home. At least five of the participants said that their
mothers didn’t tell them what to do, but listened to them, and gave them advice, but
didn’t judge them or punish them. One woman spoke about how her mother listened and
wanted her to learn from experience because the mother realized she couldn’t influence
her in any other way.

The four youth who had a grandmother raising them saw the grandmother as the
authority figure who gave them a stable household and laid down rules; the mother inside
the prison was involved to a greater or lesser extent in actually cooperating in parenting
with the grandmother. The youth drew on the grandmother at home for the stability, and
the guidance, and directed at the grandmother complaints, resistance and rebellion. Yet,
they also drew on the mother inside for the kind of guidance that she could give, the
explaining, the relating more closely because of age, the listening, and the advice. In the
sole case where a father was raising the daughter, the father remained primarily the
breadwinner and the mother inside, together with her older son (the teen’s older brother)
played a role in guidance. In the case of one young man raised by his grandparents during
his early and middle teen years, he relied on them for constancy, yet his mother would
also give him advice and tell him what she thought was right and wrong. The role of the
mother may have been limited but the youth relied on their mothers for guidance as well
as the caregivers at home for day-to-day support.

Agency, the role of individuals, families, groups and communities in constructing
personal and social lives (Glenn, 1994) is often contrasted with determinism, the notion

that life experience is defined by social and historical conditions (Fineman, 1995b;
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Glenn, 1994; Roberts, 1995) There is a tension and dynamic between them. The intense
desire of the participants to visit their mothers and to share their lives with them
combined with the eagerness of their mothers to hear the details of their lives is an
example of agency. There were limits, however, to how and what the youth and mothers
could do together as a result of the conditions relating to incarceration. And yet, in
straining against those limits, an unusual intimacy and sharing occurred between almost
all of the teens and their mothers that did not include sharing the concrete experiences of
living together. Instead, it involved an unusual sharing of lives through talking,
sometimes through videos and photos, and through expressions of love and regret in
cards, graduation speeches, arts and crafts, and hugs.
Strong Insight of Mother as Complex Person

Adolescents often see their parents as flawed. This accompanies the process 6f
struggling to separate from parents and no longer be totally dependent on them. It also is
part of coping with the reality that teens know they will be adults and that they have
flaws, so it helps make being an adult more imaginable (Wolf, 1991). However, the
participants in this study were confronting parents who had major problems, not merely
flaws; they all had committed crimes and some continued to have emotional and
behavioral problems in the prison. Moreover, those problems had played a major role in
the life experience of the participants.

Women who have used drugs, mothers on welfare or living in poverty, and
women in prison who have committed crime are so often represented as “bad mothers,”

reduced to stereotypes that define them by their crimes and their negative actions
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(Baunach, 1985; Garcia Coll et al., 1998a; Wolf, 1991). Often these stereotypes are
reinforced by race, ethnic and class stigmas.

Visits can help the child come to terms with a parent who has committed criminal
offenses. We are all shaped by our parents. If a child is allowed to interact with the
parent, the child will learn that the parent is capable of both good and bad actions, and
therefore part of the child is good as well (Gamer & Gamer, 1983).

The process of building a relationship with the parent allowed the teens to move
beyond the relationships defined by problems before prison, the crime, the arrest, and the
loss. It provided an opportunity for the youth to build a relationship with their mothers
that could provide them with the love that they wanted from them. And it allowed the
teen to see the mother as a complex figure, and to develop a sense of self that could
integrate good and bad.

Six out of the 8 participants had things to say about their mother’s choices and
lives before coming to prison that contributed to their incarceration. Three spoke about
their mothers’ problem behavior while in prison and one participant’s mother had
physical and mental health issues and these increased the stress and had an impact on the
relationship. Four participants spoke about their mothers’ own childhood backgrounds
that might have contributed to the problems that brought her to prison. Most saw that
their mothers had grown while in prison, improved in temperament, focus, education, and
maturity. The youth had to cope not just with the social stigma against their mothers, and
secondarily against themselves, including from close relatives, but also with the negative
consequences of their mothers’ actions on their own lives. Several of them reluctantly

said that it was better for them that their mothers had been incarcerated, although they
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thought the sentences were too long. All of the young adults interviewed highly valued
their relationships with their mothers despite difficulties described by some.

My Mother/Myself/Trying to Find a Self and Identity With/Relation To/Opposition
to My Mother

Identity development is usually defined as a central part of adolescent
development and parents are a major contributor to that process (Burton et al., 1995;
Erikson, 1968; Fineman, 1995b; Garcia Coll et al., 1996; Glenn, 1994; Leadbeater &
Way, 1996a; Phelan et al., 1998; Roberts, 1995; Shaffer, 2000). A parent separated from
a child, including by incarceration, continues to exert an important role in shaping a
child’s identity even when separated by incarceration (Gamer & Gamer, 1983; Nelson,
1999).

Several of the participants spoke to the ways that they identified with the
personalities of their mothers and/or how they were different from their mothers. In
addition, they struggled to differentiate themselves from their mothers’ negative traits,
and had to do so in the face of other relatives saying that they were “just like their
mothers.” The ongoing relationship with their mothers provided the opportunity for them

to understand their own development of self in relationship to their mothers.

Summary

The dissertation documents that each of the participants depended upon their
relationship with their mother in prison as a central part of their support, guidance, well-
being, and identity development during their high school years. Many of the teens also
took on roles of supporting, giving guidance to and worrying about their mothers. The

role reversal coexisted with mothers actively parenting. Paradoxically, there was an
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unusual kind of intimacy between the mother and each teen across the separation; this
intimacy was in large part due to the separation that created a strong desire to connect; an
additional factor that contributed to the teens’ willingness to openly shared the details of
their lives with their mothers was that their mothers were less of day-to-day authority
figures in their lives. All of the teens were raised by extended families in which their
mothers played central roles from within prison and their grandmothers and other
relatives raised them at home. The teens developed an unusual insight about their
mothers’ strengths, weaknesses, childhood challenges and struggles in prison as they
tried to understand what happened to their own lives, why their mothers ended up in
prison, and as they coped with the complexities that their relationships with their mothers
posed. They continued to develop their own sense of self both by relying on their
mothers’ strengths and differentiating themselves from what they considered their

mothers’ weaknesses.
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Chapter VII

PEERS WITH PEERS
“NO LONGER ALONE”

Introduction

The third major thematic area concerns the experience of these eight teens in
spending time with their peers whose mothers were also incarcerated. It is common
knowledge that relationships with peers is of central significance to adolescents.
However, it has been argued that creating a teen program with youth facing many high
risk factors in their lives will only lead to them being negative influences on one another
(Cauce et al., 2003; Dishion et al., 1999; Eddy & Reid, 2003). The research from this
group of teens shows the opposite. The shared experience was positive for all of these
teens; they found enormous support and relief in being with other teens who had a mother
who was incarcerated. The teen peer program played a role that was of value to them for
three reasons. First, their peers helped them to no longer feel alone, to be accepted, and
not judged. Second, through many shared activities both during visits and outside of the
prison, their identities and sense of self-esteem grew in positive ways; they took on more
adult roles helping each other cope with common issues; they shared broadening
activities; they developed their communication skills. Third, they created a teen
subculture that was their own space which allowed for the assertion of self and the
creation of positive relationships among themselves. The adult-facilitated program and
the prison policies made the peer program a possibility. The agency of the youth made it

work.
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The following chapter will be divided into three major sections defined by themes
that emerged from the data. The names of the sections are: “We’re all on the same Boat;”
“Growing Selves among Our Peers;” “Having Fun!”

“We’re all on the Same Boat”
“I mean it’s the same because we 're all on the same boat all our mothers are
incarcerated. So as far as that we have a connection... it definitely allows us to be—
more family, than friends.” (Hector)

These teens kept secrets from most of their peers in school and in their neighborhoods
about where their mothers were and about their experiences in having a mother in prison.
When they were asked about the meaning of being with other teens with incarcerated
mothers, one of the phrases that kept reappearing in individual interviews relates to “not
being alone any longer.” When probed further about the differences between friends in
the teen program and friends in school, over and over again the participants stressed that
these peers understood them, and shared something with them, and this created a special
bond. The word that appeared to capture the special bond was that of “family,”
suggesting by the context that “family” meant people caring about one another and
feeling very connected. Josh echoes what every participant said:

Seeing people just like me. Seeing people just like me. I mean, teen group helped

that a lot ... I didn't feel alone. Because, I think, without the teen group, I'd probably

have said to myself, hey, I'm the only the kid that, you know, whose parents were
ever incarcerated.

Teens value social acceptance by their peers. They don’t want to feel judged or

excluded. The teens felt accepted by their peers who shared the difficult experience of

having mothers in prison.
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Although many of them knew other teens with fathers in prison, they did not
know peers who had mothers in prison. They spoke about this in the focus group:

that's very common; a lot of kids are growing up without fathers. I have a lot of

father figures in my life, which is good enough to have, but a lot of kids go

without parents, or without fathers...It's like the norm now. It's normal. It's like

... [the plan] ... But you're not with your mother, it's like, "Where's your mom?

What do you mean? "What happened?” And sometimes you say a little story;

sometimes you just don't answer, you know.

They used the word “family” to note the difference between friends in school and
friends in the group. Shirelle spoke about not having to be phony, not having to lie and
not being judged:

All our mothers were in prison, you know. We all could relate just to each other.

...we didn't have to be phony. We didn't have to lie. We just kept it round. And

that ... was so great, because, you know, nobody judged nobody. It was just like

one big family.
Allah spoke about not having the competition or jealousy that existed in school:

The teens in school, there's always a competition, for some reason. ... It's more

or less who's the prettiest, who's the cutest, who dresses the nice..who dresses the

best, who's most popular. That was the competition. There's a lot of jealousy in
school. but on the teen program, ..it wasn't like we were just friends; we would
treat each other like family. Share with everything--laughing. It was like,
because our parents were all incarcerated, like we were married to each other.

The friendships and trust took time to develop. At first, new participants were shy
or distant or mistrustful. Over time the walls broke down and people opened up to one
another. Their common circumstances created a bond and a sense of responsibility for
each other. For example, in the focus group there was a discussion about making sure that
the bus driver held the bus up carrying the teens to the prison and waited for everyone to
arrive:

“No, somebody else is coming. No, don't leave yet. Please don't leave. We're going”

“So we caught other backs”
“Yeah, all the time.”
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“Don't leave.”

Sean noted that the feeling of responsibility for one another was not limited to the
time they spent together in the formal program:

But we have each other now. So, I wouldn't walk down the street and see

something happening to someone from the Dynamic Teens and let it just happen;

I may step in now, because I know that person now. So, you know, you may feel

obligated or responsible.

In some cases the friendships were primarily active when the group came
together. Josh said,

I met a guy that...was pretty much dealing with the same issues like mine,[His]

Mother was locked up for a substantial amount of years. We connected and

bonded, but he ... lived far, so, me and him, we couldn't hang out like, you know,

best buds or whatever, but when we came into the prison, or when we were ever
on a trip, we were best buds. We were the duo. ...

In other cases they talked with each other over the phone, and even went to each
other’s sweet sixteen and a prom and some of them have remained friends even though
they are no longer in the program. Natalia said,

I kept in touch with a couple of them. I miss them a lot. Allah went to my prom

...my prom date canceled on me. I don't know what happened. And I called him.

"You want to go my prom?" He said, "Okay." Yeah, it was real nice
“Everything We Did We Always Did Together”

A theme that is reiterated over and over was that the participants spoke
enthusiastically about being part of a group and how much they liked being in the group.
They spoke about how everyone got along well and how they did things together. Being
close to people in a group was very important to them. Natalia said,

Yeah. We all were close. Like everyone...I don't think anybody really had

problems with anybody in there. We were all pretty close. Always hung out

together. It was never really like sections, of us hanging out. It was like all one
big group.
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The teens had to cope with their mothers being “drafted,” sent to another prison
far away. This happened regularly when women were closer to going to their parole
board. The move to a distant prison jeopardized the strength of the relationship with the
mother because it was difficult to visit. In addition, the teens experienced it as a loss of

being part of the teen group

Growing Selves among Our Peers

Identity development, maturing, discovery and growth of self are primary
processes of adolescents, and groups of peers are one of the contexts in which these
processes take place. The youth were very articulate about how their times with their
peers were valuable to developing their identities. This section will look at three points
that they made about this: First, simply being in a group was valuable as a way to reflect
on self by reflecting on others. Second, they shared with their peers an experience of
maturing and mattering: helping each other and getting help from one another, problem-
posing and problem-solving, being part of a group that took on adult roles. Third, they
grew as individuals, sharing broadening activities such as trips and meeting people from
different race and class backgrounds, and communicating about themselves through
writing and speaking in group projects.

Hector articulated the importance of being in a group:

I definitely think they help me feel good about myself. I mean being a part of

a...group shows me who I am.”... It (being with other teens) allows us

fellowship. This growing you know with you and amongst peers we’ re the same

age group who and we’re going through the same type of thing, ..the teen
(program has helped me to grow in a lot of ways, you know.
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Hector gives an example of how his own personal growth took place through
interaction with others and reflection and self-reflection in that context. He described his
first outing with the teen program when they went to wash cars at a church to raise
money for the program. He didn’t value what it took to make money, he was only 14 and
he learned a lot from what he described as “breaking our backs” and he added,

You know going through that with a bunch of teens definitely helps you to get to

know everybody because you see how they’re reacting to this task how they’re

accepting it, whether or not they’re doing it at all, it tells a lot about a person

when they give it their all for something that’s no benefit to them you know and I

was definitely just having fun.

Reflections about the meanings of experiences with one another led to thinking
about their own lives. Reagan remembers,

Our first teen mother; she made all of us mothers when she had that baby it was

surprising,...I live in the heart of the ghetto; right in the middle of it. A lot of

things going around but when I got in my house my grandmother separated us
from that. .... So when I got in the Teen Group and, this girl was pregnant...she
was really young...I was like, “You can have babies at that age?” ...after she had
it, it seemed like once I got to school everybody in high school were having
babies at a young age, so, that was a really good experience, Ilearned from
that...We passed her around all day until she finally went to sleep [in] someone’s
arms ... we adopted it.

“We Helped Ourselves, We Helped Others, We Mattered”

As teens, they were capable of and wanted more adult roles—helping each other,
taking on serious life issues, making a difference in the world beyond themselves. The
group gave them the opportunity to be as mature as they could be. Many participants
said that the group helped them to be more comfortable and open with their peers at home

about their mothers. Allah articulates this,

I probably never would have told none of my friends if I wasn't in a group. ... The
group...gave me the energy and the strength to step up to one of my friends, and
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when they asked me, I could say, "Oh, my mother's incarcerated. She's been
incarcerated for ... [fifteen] ... years. And now I say it like it's nothing.

Several of the participants spoke proudly about how they were able to help others
deal with having an incarcerated mother. Reagan described helping younger kids:

“I feel like I could talk to younger kids and you know, let them know that, ‘I’ve been
there. I’ve been there and I’ve been back and been there again and came back out from
it.,’,

Participants were generally 14 to 18 years old in the teen program, and this age
spans a distance in maturity. The group created the possibility for older teens to help the
younger ones cope. Josh proudly described an incident on their trip to Washington D.C.
when he saw an argument between Hector and Robert:

This kid is just like me when I was younger--stressed out and he was mad. His

mother just recently got incarcerated. ...and he was stressed out, because he

knew that she wasn't coming home. And he was just taking his anger out on
everything. ...I'm like, ‘Dude, shut up. Stop!” All these guys are hitting each

other back and forth, and I stopped it. You know, I was the oldest one there. I

was like, "Stop, relax. Come on. I feel your pain and stuff. Everything you've

been through, I've been through it. ...you're going through so much pain,
trauma,...But you aren’t the only one. You got to accept it. You've got to learn
how to live with it." ...That's all he needed was someone saying, all right, he
feels my pain. He understands.

Then several years later, the very young man who Josh helped, Hector, saw
himself as someone who could help others “...being in the teen program we have a lot of
misfits, from time to time, who tend to act up and I’m the one who tries to keep them in
line, from a teen point of view.”

The participants spoke about having serious discussions about real problems that they

faced as teenagers and as teens with incarcerated mothers. Once a month they would be

in a rap group in the prison’s children’s center before the mothers came down to visit
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with them. Sometimes their mothers would sit outside in the larger visiting area; they and
the teens would be visible to each other through the plexiglass, as the teens continued
their private discussion inside. Allah describes the issues they addressed in the rap
groups:
And then, you get to sit there, you get to listen to...how they dealt with their
problems. The biggest problems are who you should tell, how you tell them. I've
heard stories about how some people lost friends behind it; how some people gained
friends behind it; how some people got treated different. I've heard problems about
financial problems--how you're going to take care of this, who you're living with.
That was like a big problem, like housing arrangements. Like Mommy's gone; who're
you going to live with--grandma, uncle, daddy, your brother, your sister. All of them
can't take care of you; now you're off to live in a shelter....Or you might get adopted;
you might have to go to that family. Something like that. We used to talk about
issues like that. Those are like common issues in the street, like fights and school.
How you're going to express yourself in school, how you're adapting to things.

Talking about their mothers’ crimes did not come up in formal discussions, but
several of the teens said they did talk about what happened late at night, during their
group sleepovers over the weekend. Fun and hard things were mixed together.

The teens grew and explored new parts of themselves as they took trips, met
people from different class and race backgrounds, shared experiences with each other,
went to speak at forums about being a child of an incarcerated mother and wrote a
newsletter interviewing each other about their future dreams and present life. They made

several trips to college campuses, and representatives of outside youth organizations

came in to explore careers with the teens.
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“...us going out, us going to Washington, DC, us doing forums at schools, meeting
other people, that really had a big impact...”

Through the Dynamic Teen Program, the teens had an exposure to new
experiences that they might not otherwise have had. These experiences opened up new
worlds to them and built mutuality with the other teens. Josh said,

The experiences. ..that [ had with Dynamic Teen, us going out, us going to

Washington, DC, us doing forums at schools, meeting other people, that really

had a big impact. Like I learned from Dynamic Teen, there's something else,

besides, the drugs and the violence.

Some trips involved exposure to nature and the outdoors, an experience that most
of the teens had never had. Reagan describes one trip: “...No, we really went in a cave
where we had to, like, shimmy down a little hole and, you know, bats. There was a bat in
the cave. We did stuff like that. It was remarkable. I really enjoyed myself.” And Sean
says, “We went camping. ... I would have never gone camping! You know what I mean?
Like, never, ever, ever, ever, ever. We were posh campers, but we went camping.”

One special trip that was repeated each summer for many summers was a trip up
the Hudson River on a large boat owned by the family of one of the volunteers for the
teen program. That trip was mentioned by all the teens as memorable. Allah remembers
as follows:

And the boat was just amazing. We got to jump off the boat, go swimming. We

all got a chance to drive the boat. ...The sun beaming on you outside ... [you're

hot, burned up] ... ... you're just jumping in the water not knowing where you're
going to go or how deep the water is; you're just jumping in because you're having
so much fun at the particular moment. Being able to drive the boat, turn the boat
however way. And it kind of...it's kind of weird not knowing where you're going,
because all you're really looking at is the sky and you're basically guided with the
clouds. ...I remember driving the boat and Captain Don was telling me, "Go right
in between those two clouds," and clouds move every day. And clouds can move,

cross over...they could cross over each other; they could disappear, you know.
And me saying ‘Oh, what's going to happen if the clouds started rolling away?’
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The trip to Washington D.C. was highly educational, fun, and remembered by

those who went on it:

Josh said,

...And then you see the Washington Memorial, like the Washington Monument, and just
being there, it was like wow...This is cool. This is where all decisions get made at. The
biggest was Lincoln just looking at him like I'm looking at you. You could ask him for
advice ... I asked him.

During the early years of the program the teens stayed overnight with individual
host families in the suburban neighborhood of the prison on the weekends when they
visited their mothers. As the program developed the teens stayed together in a group
campsite. Unlike the experience of going on trips or staying in the group campsite, the
overnight stays with host families did not build the group solidarity because the teens
were either alone or with one other teen. However, participants spoke about the
generosity of the people who hosted them and some teens built ongoing relationships
with the host families. Reagan said, “People that had nothing to do with my
situation...people that worked...live regular lives, come in to this place and they take
time out of their schedules to talk, to deal with us...to spend time with us.”

While some participants emphasized the generosity, others, while always
speaking about the generosity, focused on the class and race differences between their
own lives and that of the host families. Robert said that he felt good that he could blend
in with different people:

We lived in Queens. We come from little apartments. We get to go up to

someone in upstate. Host families with mansions ...They feed us, buy us food,

take us out to movies. Then we'd get to see our moms during the day; then they
take us back home in their Lexuses, in their brand new cars. So, it was like being

chauffeured around ... [all great people, too] The host families were great...It was
like I'm good with that. I can pretty much blend in with any group of people...all
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diverse people. Like at Long Island there's a lot of white people, and all their kids

like rock 'n' roll, I'm good with them. I'm good with the Black kids in the City,

anywhere. Yeah, it's good to do it.

Josh remembered generosity and also being confused by a man who was
politically conservative, yet cared about children with incarcerated parents. Josh was
impressed with the man’s social and academic status, but upset about his use of the word
“coloreds” when referring to the participant and others like him. He was challenged by
his own stereotypes and also by how to handle comments reflecting racial biases.

When Hector reflected on the issue of how he felt about going to the host families and
answered,
It kind of opened my minds a little bit,... to what else is out there, to know that
there’s other forms of caring. I’ve always been like a sponge, suck things in and
I’m not afraid to change... but it’s different, too different worlds, the world of
nothing and the world of pretty much everything.... It made me feel like... they’re
no better than me, they’re no better than me, they’re just different. Can I be just as
good? Absolutely.
Reagan, responding to the question as to whether she felt any resentment about the
difference in wealth between her life and that of the host family, said about her self “I
have wealth right in my home...”
Communication with Others through Speaking and Writing
The teens went beyond speaking with one another privately about the issues they
faced and who they were. The teens spoke to other youth about having an incarcerated
mother. They went to youth community programs, a Quaker forum, a seminar at a
major Ivy League university, and to an all-day book fair at a city private school in
which the students and teachers had all read a book about life in prison. The youth

spoke about the stigmatized personal issue of having a mother in prison, and turned it

into an opportunity to become experts about a major social issue of incarceration. Josh
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spoke about both the challenges and the gratifications of the experience, noting that in
spite of his lower class status and less prestigious educational position, he had
something to teach:

Everyone [his peers on the panel] was so shocked ... it was a sea of white faces to

them. ...We were on the spot ...we were like on the panel at the table, and they

would look at us. ...a lot of kids kept on asking the same question over and over.

How do you see your mother...because they believed that we just didn't see our

mothers. That was it. And I was like, no, we see our mothers ... all these kids

were going to go to Harvard and Princeton and everything...the future whoever
such-and-such, you know, congressman, whatever. At least they remember me
one day,... like you know, there was a kid in my senior year in my junior high

school, whatever, eighth grade year, who talked about, the issues of children of
parents who are incarcerated and showed me a different side of it. I believe we

did that day, we did.

Josh over a late lunch squeezed in before he went to his CUNY college senior
year class, spoke about how he felt about those kids going to Harvard and Yale,
becoming senators and representatives. Did he think that they were smarter? “No,” he
said, “just more opportunity, more money.” Did he feel any kind of resentment about
what they had and he didn’t. He answered, smiling, “Not at all; it was just bad luck and I
keep on trucking.” Did he experience meeting them as a time that opened doors by his
exposure or had it made him feel that he was stuck in a frustrating place. He said, placing
his hands in a manner that weighed things in a balanced position, “You learn from being
where they are, being rich, and you learn from where I stand, being poor.” (Josh, Personal
Conversation, October 11, 2006)

In the Teen Newsletter, teens wrote about themselves in the present—running
track, learning computer science, dancing; being an artist; and they wrote about their

future dreams of becoming a dancer, a writer, a lawyer, a member of the armed forces.

They wrote poems about their mothers, short pieces about their caregivers. They worked
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on an unpublished manuscript called “Try Living My Life” in which they described what
it was like for them to have incarcerated mothers, and they interviewed their mothers,
sometimes asking them hard questions. They went on trips to visit colleges, and got
advice from one another about their college essays. These experiences helped them
express all parts of their lives, not just being a teen with an incarcerated parent.

Having Fun

The shared experience tapped into their energy as teens. This energy shaped their
time together; it was their culture with their emphasis on fun, humor, style, romance,
music, hair and just hanging out together. The strength that they drew from being with
each other was tied in part to their defining the very culture of the time together.

The second most important reiterated idea after “I didn’t feel alone anymore” was
in the word “fun. Their memories together were tied to having fun with each other and
that was crucial. When they spoke about the weekends together, trips, sleeping over on
overnight weekends, or camping, even hard times and hard discussions, they remember
having fun with each other. The fun carried them through the hard parté. Natalia’s words
were echoed by all of the teens:

We did a lot in the Teen Program. Like every weekend, every week that we had

the Teen Program, we'd always go, and we always had so much fun.... Anywhere

we went--whenever we went to roller skating, bowling, to the Arcade--we always
had fun.

Humor and laughter with each other emerged in the focus group as they laughed
through the discussions and recalled laughing about different things, including the hard
things that they shared. The focus group session itself began with raucous laughter about

the teen rap group: not wanting to come to it, the facilitator’s persistence in making it

happen, wanting it to end so that they could spend time with their mothers, reluctance to
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talk about certain things. The peers gave each other the space to laugh about difficult
things during the focus group such as having to lie over and over again about where their
mothers were:] ... “What do you say?I used to tell her my mother was on vacation ...
[LAUGHTER] ... Every year. Hey, she's on vacation.” And they were articulate about
the need for humor to help get through the hard times:

Sometimes, we make jokes about it, you know. Because sometimes when you

can laugh about things, they won't be as hard. So, if you ran off and, you know,

"My mom's a prisoner,” and "God," and "I hate going there," and it's...actually it's

not that bad. [LAUGHS]

They had humorous memories of the affectionate teasing and ranking that took
place among them when they were teens. How people looked and dressed, how they did
their hair, had been main topics of conversation when they were teens. “Nobody there
could judge you, because they're all in the same situation, so it made you feel more
comfortable.”

Oh, my God ... [SEVERAL SPEAKING AT ONCE] ... Anything to make Josh think that
he had braids, he was ready. So, if you put three hundred rubber bands in there. He was
so thirsty for braids. Like ‘I got to get braids.’

Boy-girl relationships were another part of their teen experience. Josh laughed
when he remembered his first time coming to the group:

...Like when I first met everyone, I was like wow. First thing that popped into my head,
was, oh, man! A whole bunch of girls ... [LAUGHS] ... A whole bunch of girls! I'm the
man! you know. ...But then, you know, when that [passed] the puberty and puberty
hormones, I was like, wow! There's other kids just like me ... We could relate so much.

During the focus group, Allah called from the West Coast so that he could

Participate in the focus group, and the boy-girl theme from the past continued into the

present:
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“Hey, short-man. What's up? I hear you've got a new girlfriend, and Allah,

you're cheating on me, huh.”

“Yeah, [ saw a sparkle. I saw her, but, you know, I'm a star...”

The memories of the teens emphasize finding other teens who shared the same
issue of having an incarcerated mother. But their memories cover the experience of
helping each other and others, talking about serious personal issues, and a growth in self-
regard and self-reliance. They talked about the broadening experiences of trips, meeting
people from different racial, or class backgrounds and communicating to others who they
are or hope to be. Finally, they communicated the fun that they had together, their humor,
and their teasing affection for one another. They created for one another not simply a safe
haven from stigma but a space to expand their sense of self freely.

DISCUSSION
“We’re All on the Same Boat”

Research over many years has shown that that peers are important in the lives of
adolescents (Erikson, 1968; Fine et al., 2001; Shaffer, 2000; Tierney & Colyar, 2005).
The data from this study is an additional example of adolescents who regard their peers
as being very important.

There is discussion in the literature about whether or not adolescent peers are a
positive or negative influence on each other and under what circumstances (Cauce et al.,
2003; Luthar, 1999; Moore & Boyle, 2006; Tierney & Colyar, 2005). The youth in this
study expressed overwhelmingly positive attitudes about being with other teens with
incarcerated mothers, and they gave many examples of why the experience was positive
in their lives. Such a study contributes another experience to the literature of the positive

potential in bringing adolescent peers together with adult leadership or partnership to
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encourage positive youth development, in particular, bringing together youth whose
parents are incarcerated. This is a different conclusion from the premise of the recent
chapter entitled “The Adolescent Children of Incarcerated Parents: A Developmental
Perspective (Eddy & Reid, 2003). The authors said that they would not even consider
peer interventions as part of their chapter, citing research (Dishion et al., 1999) that
claimed that bringing at-risk adolescents together in groups for the purposes of
preventing negative outcomes may actually exacerbate problems.

There is a lack of clarity in the discussion about the meaning of the term “at-risk”
or “high risk” Does the term refer to teens who are high-risk for such behavior because of
their socio-economic status including neighborhood, schools, racism, or family situation
and therefore apply to many youth who have incarcerated mothers, or does it apply to
those youth already involved in delinquent behavior? The article by Dishion et.al.(1999)
uses the term “at-risk” without clarifying that distinction, however, the research described
in the article is focused on youth already involved in delinquent behavior and the
negative results in bringing them together.

It is important to be clear about this distinction and, additionally, not to assume
that just because a young person has an incarcerated parent she or he will be involved in
delinquent behavior. The research for this study relied on a definition of at-risk youth as

1

those adolescents who “... based on a set of socioeconomic criteria, were considered to
be at higher risk of engaging in antisocial behavior” (Delgado, 2002, p. 73). Much work
is done with adolescents who are at-risk according to this definition and who are in adult

constructed groups and that work has been documented as being positive. The literature

of youth development and youth community development focuses on the role of teen peers
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with one another and the role of adults in constructing environments and programs that
can aid positive growth. (Cauce et al., 2003; Delgado, 2002; Hamilton & Hamilton, 2004;
Luthar, 1999; Sokatch, 2005; Tierney & Colyar, 2005; Villarruel et al., 2003).

The youth in this study were part of an adult constructed group, not a natural
grouping that occurred in a school or neighborhood setting. The study at hand included
teens who were almost all from backgrounds that meet the criteria of “at-risk-youth”
meaning youth from under-resourced neighborhoods, families with the mother
incarcerated, and almost always with both parents missing from the home. All affirmed
the importance of their peers to their own sense of well-being and growth.

The literature of youth development stresses the need to create the optimum
conditions and settings for positive development to occur (National Research Council &
Institute of Medicine, 2002; Perkins, Borden, Keith, Hoppe-Rooney, & Villarruel, 2003)
This study relied on the framework that emphasizes the vital role of social context
(Bronfenbrenner, 1988; P. H. Collins, 1991). Critical to the experience of the teens was
the support of the prison in allowing such a program to exist. In addition, the staff of the
program--paid and volunteer personnel--permitted the mothers themselves to play a role
in the program, and helped create ways for the teens themselves define the entire process.

This study uses the framework of a dynamic between agency and social
determinism (Glenn, 1994). The youth played a central role in creating the relationships
and the group. Adults created the conditions for potentially positive experiences, but the
teens contributed ideas, energy and drive to support each other, to enjoy each others

company and to explore new frontiers.
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The participants speak about how their peers whose mothers were also
incarcerated helped them to no longer feel alone. They felt accepted, understood and not
judged. This corroborates the importance of being part of a social network or group who
shared the same stigmatized issues discussed by Goffman.(1963). Adolescents need and
want to be part of a teen group both because it provides a space for growth into adults in
addition to that of their families, and because one of the characteristics of being a teen is
that of “belonging to” or “being excluded from.” (Shaffer, 2000). In addition, in a
situation where adolescents face a shared stigma, group support from their peers can be
very important to their sense of self-acceptance and self-esteem (Barry, 2000). Although
the teens all had friends in their schools and neighborhoods and shared many other
challenges, they could not generally share the whereabouts or personal experience of
having an incarcerated mother. The relief that they felt at finding other teens with whom
they could be open about that central issue is expressed repeatedly. Lorde (1984) writes
about the importance of being a whole person, not having to deny one part of self and
(Frank, 1988) how that distorts the self. The teens’ enthusiasm about sharing that part of
self with other teens illustrates Lorde’s point. It was vital that they no longer had to deny
an important part of themselves among peers—the incarceration of their mothers.
Growing Selves among Our Peers

The experience of the group went beyond that of sharing the problems of the
stigma and feeling normal or accepted. The data adds to the literature critiquing
Goffman’s analysis of having “no exit” for those experiencing stigma (Frank, 1988).
Instead, drawing on these critiques that instead emphasize resistance to stigma by

individuals in the context of family, community and social movements, this data reveals
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an experience among teenage peers that strengthened the sense of self. The study claims
that the peer support experience helped the teens refuse both pity and victimization, and
to combat negative associations and predictions because of having a mother in prison.
This data moves beyond notions of deficit or pathologies. It suggests that the historical,
social and individual context has an impact on how stigma is coped with and
experienced. The growth of consciousness in the United States about the issues of
children of incarcerated parents together with individual leadership, resulted in a special
program enabling teens to have time with one another and to share many experiences
together. The teens created among themselves the space to be whole people growing
towards adulthood and having fun--space inside of the inner city and the prison.
Adolescence is a period of growth from childhood dependence to adult ability to
solve problems, take responsibility, helping others, moral decision-making, and growth of
self-efficacy (Shaffer, 2000). Adolescents rely on their peers as a place in which to
develop the independent growth away from dependence on adults, growing into adult
roles. While the process is happening inside of each adolescent, it is not happening in
isolation but rather in the context of having a group. As the teens helped one another
either through the group process or in one-to-one situations, self-efficacy and self-esteem

13

grew. One definition of a challenge of adolescence is “...the changing nature of the
relationship between young people and their parents so youth can take on a more mature
role in the social fabric of their community” (National Research Council & Institute of
Medicine, 2002, p. 47). Youth development encourages support for efficacy and

mattering, making a real difference in the youth’s community and being taken seriously;

practice that includes responsibility granting and meaningful challenges.
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The participants appreciated their own abilities as individuals and the power of
the group that they were creating. The teens in the rap group tackled problems through
telling stories, role playing situations that they generated from their lives such as how to
handle violence; what to do when you can’t tolerate your caregiver; and what to do when
someone puts down your mother. They expressed a feeling of pride in mattering and in
making a difference.

A model of growth that is seen in the literature of adolescents involves
adolescents taking on roles of peer educators, co-researchers in participatory research,
and peer counselors (Barry, 2000; Campbell & MacPhail, 2003; Fine et al., 2003;
Haignere et al., 1997, Pearlman et al., 2002; United States Census Bureau, 2000). As in
participatory research with youth of color, opportunities emerged and were created so
that those who are generally seen through the lens of a deficit model are able to become
active agents themselves (Fine, Tuck, & Zeller-Berkman, 2005b; Oldfather, 1995). The
youth in this study were all from under-resourced neighborhoods; they faced race and
class obstacles. The experience of the rap groups and the ongoing relationships allowed
them to build on their strengths and their cultural wealth, rather than being defined by a
deficit model (Rueda, 2005; Villalpando & Solorzano, 2005). Through being offered the
opportunity to talk with one another about serious personal and social issues, the teens
experienced their own power and remembered their capacity with pride. Viewed through
a social wealth lens, sfudents of color were seen as “holders and creators of knowledge,”
(Delgado Bernal, 2002). This project was also an example of an empowerment model
(Freire, 1982). For the purpose of this thesis, we will define ‘empowerment’ as a process

of “...unfolding ones potential through collective reflection and continuous dialogue
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where differences give way to mutual purposes and directions-thus transforming lives”
(Delgado Bernal, 2002).

Identity development has been deemed central to the challenge faced by
adolescents in western industrialized countries according to research. These adolescents
were working at figuring out their values, what they want to do as careers, racial or ethnic
identity, sexual and gender issues, and a sense of self (Erikson, 1968). A model used in
this study is a relational cultural model. The growth of self comes through relationships;
other aspects of self--creativity, autonomy and assertion--grow in the context of
relationships (Herr, 2006). Although this model was developed through looking at girls,
(as distinct from boys), in the experience of these interviews, boys spoke as much as girls
spoke about the significance of relationships to their growth.

The participants learned about themselves as they reflected on their peers in the
group whether at a car wash, caring for a group member’s baby or during other
experiences. They grew through the shared experiences of going on many trips,
broadening themselves in ways that they describe as connected to participating with
others in the group. The descriptions by the participants with their emphasis on individual
development as part of a social process that is bidirectional with others, (Leadbeater &
Way, 1996b) is congruent with existing literature.

Often youth from under-resourced urban neighborhoods have little experience
with the natural world. Trips into nature have been found to be of value; they provide an
informal education about the environment and personal growth. Exploring the natural
world with peers can promote personal and social development through group bonding,

cooperation and cooperative learning. Participants can learn and develop while having
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fun (Delgado, 2002). The memories of the participants about their time in caves, camping
and on the Hudson River capture the learning, the group experience and the bonding and
fun that are documented in the literature.

Documentation about programs dedicated to positive development among youth
of color or poverty are found to have two qualities that are regularly repeated in youth
development literature: First, they provide multicultural experiences for African-
American youth (National Research Council & Institute of Medicine, 2002; Olive, 2003);
second, positive youth identity in youth of color cannot be accomplished without
development of pride in ethnic identity and ethnic role models (Delgado, 2002; National
Research Council & Institute of Medicine, 2002; Olive, 2003).

The youth had multicultural experiences about which they spoke positively. When
the participants stayed overnight with families in the nearby suburban neighborhoods,
they stayed with families that were generally white and relatively wealthy compared to
the families of the youth. Most of the youth responded to the question of how they felt
about the experience of staying in such a home with the words “they were generous, they
cared about us.” To know that people of other race and class backgrounds cared about
them and their mothers was a positive experience and is discussed as such in the literature
(Olive, 2003). One participant also spoke of his pride in being able to navigate in a
diversity of ethnic and socioeconomic environments, a developmental goal cited in
numerous studies (National Research Council & Institute of Medicine, 2002).

However, studies have focused on the different circumstances of cross class/cross
race contact and interrogated issues of power and identity. During the interviews, several

of the youth commented on the enormous class and race differences between themselves
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and the host families. After speaking to the high school of largely white affluent youth,
the class and race issue arose as well. It was a topic that requires further research.
Understanding under what circumstances it is beneficial or not beneficial for youth from
under-resourced neighborhoods to interact with or receive support from people from
more powerful race and/or class backgrounds is an issue that is considered in designing
and evaluating many programs and institutions (Torre, 2005). School systems and
mentoring programs are two that stand out.

Developing communication skills is a goal in youth development. It becomes a
source of empowerment and creates a process through which youth can explore their
identities (National Research Council & Institute of Medicine, 2002). In writing articles
for the newsletters that they handed out to each other and each others’ mothers and took
home to show whoever were their trusted friends and relatives, they wrote about their
future dreams, their present activities and successes; they wrote poems and wrote about
issues concerning coping with incarceration, whether poems of sorrow, admiration for
their grandmother raising them, or love for their mothers.

Having Fun

The teens were active agents in the creation of a comfortable culture for
themselves. They revealed a drive to have fun and laugh, focus on dress and hair and
music and hanging out. A review of books about adolescent development revealed no
mention of the word “fun” as a basic part of adolescent culture (Phelan et al., 1998;
Seltzer, 1989; Shaffer, 2000). Yet, they highly valued having fun, used the word “fun”
repeatedly during the interview, and enjoying their lives and being with one another was

a critical part of the subculture that the teens developed.
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Summary

The dissertation finds that the teens’ participation in a group with their peers with
incarcerated mothers provided real relief from feeling alone, and helped them to
overcome the feelings of isolation and stigma that they experienced in school because of
having an incarcerated mother. Because of the variety of activities that they shared with
their peers, they had space to have a positive experience of growth and self-discovery and
they produced a culture of fun that went beyond simply overcoming stigma.

The teens created a space to develop counter-narratives about themselves, about
their mothers and about their relationships with them. They shaped an environment with
their peers that freed themselves from stereotypes surrounding them or from outright
stigmatizing. With adult support, they invented space for themselves that expanded the

boundaries of who they were and who they might be (Barry, 2000; Weis & Fine, 2000a).
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Chapter VIII

TOGETHER WITH ALL OF THE TEENS AND THEIR MOTHERS

CREATING SPACE

Introduction
The following chapter will examine the significance for the teens of spending
time with all the other teens and all their mothers in the children’s center one weekend a
month and during a special summer program week. The study finds that interaction with
other teens and their mothers, talking and sharing many activities, normalized the
relationship between each mother and each teen within the limits and distortions of
separation by prison and existing social stigma. This normalization both improved
individual mother-teen relationships and created an extended family giving added support
which the teens welcomed. Inside a limited and repressive set of conditions, the teens
and their mothers created a positive culture with traditions and rituals that supported the
mother-teen bond. The physical space of the children’s center supported the social,
psychic and symbolic space that became aspects of freedom for the youth and their
mothers inside of the prison visiting room. The lens of space is useful for understanding
the resistance to the limits the youth faced. The chapter will be divided into the following
three sections: Normalization and Beyond; Extended Family; Space.
Normalization and Beyond
And the teenage program was whetting their taste to come. ...you have to have a
reason...for teenagers to want to do something that's not the norm--the norm is not going
to prison on a Saturday; that's not the norm--you have to create a program that was going

to whet their taste that they were going to want a reason to want to come to prison. And
then, when they got there... [and] ... now find the teenage program is about great
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opportunities to bond with their mother, and they began to become proud of it.... even
though she's incarcerated. (Sister Ann)

ek sk

“I think [it was fun] just because we were all teens; it's better than ...just being there with
your mother. Meet a lot of young people, especially the kids I can relate to.” (Robert)

The visiting patterns changed in the prison when children turned into teens. The
teens were less interested in spending a Saturday visiting with their mothers; they wanted
to be with other teens. When Dynamic Teen was created, the teens were excited to come.
Participation gave them the opportunity to visit with their mothers more regularly, and it
was also in a context that was more acceptable and normal because it included spending
time with peers.

The interaction between mothers and teens improved. Instead of a mother
continually asking questions about what’s going on at home which felt a little like an
interrogation for the teen, conversations would take place with several mothers and
several teens catching up on each others’ lives. It was a more natural social conversation.
Two examples of how the teens experienced it follow: Natalia said,

Just sitting with your mom, it was okay, we'll play like a game and stuff like that.

But when it was the other teens there, we would all play ... I think that was nice.

And then my mother would talk to some of the other mothers there, instead of just

talking to me. I don't think she minded just talking to me...but like maybe you're

not even there, like maybe you're just out somewhere just talking with your
friends. I think that was better.

And Sean said,
And it's just not what's going on with you outside in the streets... And vice versa.
And everybody played a part. So, what Reagan did in school and what [her mom]

did in school, and what my mother did when she went to work this day, and
whose hair did she cut this week, who did your mother's haircut. ....
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Sean added that it also helped the mothers who could see their kids interact with other
kids.

The word “fun” came up over and over again as participants talked about the
times with all the mothers and all of the teens. The teens’ energy supported activities
including games with their mothers—sometimes all the teens against all of the mothers
and sometimes pairing off into teen-mother pairs. In this context of limited possibilities,
wonderful things happened that might not be “normal” among teens and mothers outside
of prison. Reagan gave a vivid description of playing games with all the teens and their
mothers, clearly a game that had at its core the bond between a mother and child:

...our moms had to blindfold us, spin us around, and the only thing we had to hold on to
was the sound of moms’ voices. And we had to follow her voice and I can remember my
mom like, “Reagan, I’m right here. Come.” She couldn’t tell...she couldn’t say what
was in front of you; she just had to say, “Jump! Turn!” You know? Things like
that...and that was a really fun game.... Those are memories I have; the games and the
laughter. I can still hear the laughter. Having fun, you know.

Natalia described the rhythm of a two day weekend that parallels a rhythm
between adolescents and their parents:

...in the beginning, on the first day, it would be your mom we're just talking, because I
haven't seen her in a couple of weeks. ...then towards the end of the day, I'd go talk to
Allah’s mother and him. And then, the next day, it would be ...it'd be all of us, because
we'd tell them ... everything that we did the night before, ... how we went out and... So,
it'd be all of us talking, and then, toward the end of the day, it'd be more just ..me and my
mother.

Not all of the teens felt comfortable with their mothers. And not all of the mothers
felt comfortable with their teens. Perhaps the relationship before the arrest had not been

strong or the distance over years had created estrangement, awkwardness or lack of ease

in communication and feelings. Yet, the desire to be in the presence of their mothers was
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universal among the teens. Shirelle spoke about how being together with other mothers
helped her mother open up more. Josh didn’t talk a lot with his mother, but loved to be in
her presence, to lie down across her lap. The social context of all the mothers and all the
teens visiting together created more flexible conditions for the individual teen and mother
to relate in different ways:

And when my mother was incarcerated...most of the time, [ didn't even talk to her.

I used to just hang out with teens,... And I'd just ... [lay on her] ... that's it. Just to

spend time with her just to lay on her. ... ...the bond we started getting, actually

talk to the other mothers and stuff like that--more communal. I felt like actually it
was normal; it was outside.

Normalization also was in the relief from stigma. For the teens, among their peers
at home other than their closest friends, their mother was a potential source of stigma,
sometimes shame, sometimes pity and usually lying or avoidance. Here, under the unique
visiting conditions of the children’s center and the program activity of bringing all the
youth together for two days, suddenly their own mother was able to be a normal mother,
known by others as “your mom.” The teen and her or his mother could talk surrounded
by other mothers and teens talking; one teen could watch someone else adopt his mother
as an aunt, or second mother; they could play games together, and eat together. They saw
their mothers in the program in the role of caregivers, artists, or program coordinators,
and had a sense of pride about their mothers. Many of the mothers who participated in the
teen program had formal jobs in the parenting center that facilitated Dynamic Teen, and
Sister Ann said, “They began to see that their mothers were instrumental in creating a
program for them. And they could tell that it was not easy.” Normalization involved not

only moving beyond experiencing their mothers as prisoners, but seeing them in roles

other than being mothers.
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Extended Family

“It was like we were all a big family. We were all very close.” (Robert)

All the teens used the word “family” to describe what they created with all of the
teens and their mothers. They had also used this word referring to how they felt about
their relationships with the teens alone. When they spoke of extended family or family,
they meant that everyone had a bond, and that the bond represented caring and concern
for one another. Sean said,

Whereas, when you sit at the table with your mom individually, it's just you and

your mom that are interested... I saw Dawn, [Robert’s mother.] Give Dawn a

hug. And she gives Mom a hug. ..these are mothers of other people. .... ‘Well,

how's school?’ ‘How's everything.” You know, they're interested and .they want
to know what's going on with you.

Sometimes they regarded the mother of another teen as a particular relative such
as “aunt” or “grandmother.” Reagan said,

Along with adopting my sister; I adopted her mom as my aunt, and after I adopted

her mom as my aunt; her grandmother is my grandmother and I go visit her

grandmother all the time. I speak with her all the time. ...

The feeling of extended family meant that the teens felt cared for by other
people’s mothers: scolded, pushed and encouraged, cheered, as Reagan said, “all good
relationships, all mother... relationships, Not some, ‘Oh, I’'m in jail and I’m your
homegirl’, no. They were all like mothers... if they seen me,...’Oh, that skirt is too
short!” ...those are the kind of relationships that I made when I was there..” The teens
felt that they received more support than they might have had if their mothers were home.
Robert expressed how much guidance and support he got from other mothers in the
prison:

Good influences. Which people wouldn't think again, coming out of prison--a lot
of good influences. Well, people were always steering you in the right direction.
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They're as much ... [proud as] ... as my school board, you know. ...I went right
through school... It was like having twenty mothers going up there

Also, family meant being concerned about other teens, talking to mothers about
their kids and mothers asking other teens to watch out and care for their teens who might

be having a hard time.

Space
Artists know about spaces opening in imagination, even as they understand what it
means to be situated in the world and to speak (or paint or sing or dance) from the
vantage point of their situations. They tell us what happens when they experience
new beginnings, when they are enabled to see through new perspectives. There is a
clearing, a lighting, a reaching beyond what people are convinced they know
(Greene, 2000, p. 293)

The final section will look at the experience of the teens with incarcerated
mothers through the concept of space. How do the young people create for themselves a
sense of well-being and self-esteem? Where is the space to create counter narratives
about their lives and counter narratives about their mothers and their relationships with
their mothers? How do they create the psychic space away from the pressure of stigma
and stereotypes? What is the role of the physical space of the children’s center inside the
prison in the creation of new relationships among their peers, with their mothers, and new
thoughts of self? What are the memories of entrances, walls, and furniture from the space
of the children’s center, and what was the meaning of these memories in their lives?
What is the meaning of ritual and tradition in creating a counter balance to that of the
dominant view of the “bad mother?” The notion of space allows us to tap into the human

capacity to do more than what is expected or defined within the existing constraints, to

even expand and reshape the constraints. The three sub-thematic sections in the Space
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section will be Freedom and Oppression, Architecture and Space, Traditions, Rituals and
Space.

Freedom and Oppression

See this park? It is the same [to the city] as the children's center was to the prison....The
park is a sanctuary. It gives people light. It gives you a different perspective of what's
going on in the outside world right there. .... The air over there, it's full of garbage and
...pain ... and pollution, while this air right here is fresh. It's clean, it's holy.... (Josh)

Josh was being interviewed in a large city park when he answered the question,
“What was the meaning of the children’s center” to you?” The children’s center was a
physical space inside the larger prison visiting room that was inside the barbed and
electric wires of the prison guarded by gun towers. The children’s center was, as Josh
said, a sanctuary for the teens where they had the freedom to imagine and create
relationships with their mothers, their peers and a new extended family, and to discover
and grow new parts of selves. It was a physical space that allowed for psychological
space, and perhaps as Josh captured it, symbolic space-- freedom in the midst of
repression.

The visits in the larger visiting area are under strict rules and strict surveillance.
Visitors, including children must sit at an assigned table with the mother; they may not
speak with any other inmate nor with any other visitor, not even other children. If
conversation takes place, guest and inmate will be warned over a loud speaker not to
speak with other people, and if it continues, the visit can be terminated. Corrections
offices (i.e. prison guards or “c.0.’s”) watch for violations of any kind; one sits at a desk

on a raised platform in the front of the room and another one sits on a chair on a raised
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platform in the middle of the room, and on crowded weekends, others walk around the
visiting room, observing.

Even though the corrections officers were able to see through the large plexiglass
window into the children’s center, they rarely came into the center, and generally their
presence was not felt in the center. Josh said,

It gives you some private time with your mother, compared to someone looking at

you like in a big hall in a dormitory. ..The children's center is so important, it

brings you just so closer to your mother.

One of the reasons that they were able to build more intimate relationships with
their mothers and with the other teens and their mothers was because of the different set
of rules in the children’s center, rules that allowed for interaction among mothers and
teens, as well as freedom of movement and activities.. Natalia described how you could
“... sit on the floor, lay down, relax a little bit. ...But you could go just get up, go get a
game, things like that.... I would have my mother braid my hair...” And Sean who had
visits with her mother, brother and older sister said, “And on the other side...there were...
these little mats that you could lay on. And we always used to lay there--me and my
mom, my brother, my sister--we would lay there and talk, or sleep.”

The very existence of a shared space for mothers and children made possible a
social experience beyond just the separate mother-teen relationships. This larger
gathering—called by the teens “family”--was often mentioned in the interviews: Allah
articulated what all of the teens said:

Being in a shared space... Then, when you're having a big visit with the Teen

Program, it's in a big room. Everybody's laughing and joking. And you can sit

down. You could sit down...you could sit in a corner and look around the whole

room, and there's smiles, different color skins; there's different color, nationality.
Everybody was different, but everybody was happy. Everybody was friendly.
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The activities that are planned for mothers and children inside the center also
contribute to the creation of space, free from the repressive reality of prison. Reagan said,
...a lot of people can’t believe that’s a prison..., when they go to the children’s center
because so much goes on back there. There’s so much interaction. ...we have puppets.
We have a television. You have books, games, painting. You could face paint; you can
do hair, paint nails, toes.”

The youth were able to forget where they were as the relationships with their
peers were natural, even better than those at home because there was no stigma. Sean
expresses what most of the participants said:

... You don't think about that you're in a facility. ...You just think about the time
being spent, so you don't think ...where were you and how did you get there or why
you're there, and who are these people, where do they come from? ... Everyone was
whoever they were, and that was that. ...you weren't anything more or anything less
than who you were. So, no, you weren't judged. No one ever judged.

Space is about a culture of life surviving inside of a culture that is one of
deprivation. Doing hair, mothers doing daughters’ hair, mothers’ doing sons’ hair, just
talking about hair, hair was part of the most visible subculture inside of the children’s
center. Reagan said, “A lot of mothers do their daughters’ hair. I always see that when I
go up there...always doing hair”

Space was not entirely defined by location or place. For example, the freedom
also came from the impact of the DynamicTeen Program on the prison officers who
were moved by the program and its meaning for the teens. Simply being a participant in
the program created space for reprieve from the more repressive rules and attitudes.
Sean said when she walked through the regular visiting room,

The time with the Teen Program,... It separated you from the others...I could
come and give..fifteen different inmates a hug in one environment, whereas on a
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regular day it's ..., "Don't go over there," and..no interaction. And that's what the

Teen Program was... Interaction was good in the Teen Program ... [LAUGHS] ...

Pleasg, please, interact. Please talk to her. It was good. It was positive. So that

was nice.

At the same time, the reality of prison as a place of repression and punishment is
always there, interpenetrating with the experience of freedom from it. Green clothes were
always a reminder of their mothers’ prison status. As Shirelle articulates “Because I
mean, going to Northrop, having the children's center...you know, it's a good thing. But
you still know where you're at, because your mother's dressed in all green...” Count
times were a reminder, when all the inmates had to stand up, sometimes even get into a
long line, and be counted while the teens and other children kept quiet and watched.

The teens lived with the duality of the freedom and oppression. Natalia,
emphasizing the positive as most of the teens did when she said, referring to her cousins,
“They think it's worse than it really is... They think you're going to be behind the bars
and stuff like that .... Not in a big room, bunch of other families.” She went on to
express in an understated way the harsh reality that as much space as they could create,
prison is one of the ultimate forms of limitation..I mean, you can't just go walk outside
...you can't go home with the person. That's about it.”

One year the teens wrestled with a problem that highlighted the dilemma of
freedom and oppression. A discussion in the rap groups lasted over two months about
what to do about teens coming to the program when mothers inside got into trouble and
were “Keep locked.” Prison regulations said that children could not have a visit with
their mothers in the regular visiting room when their mothers were keep-locked; they

had to go to another room where they couldn’t be with their peers. For the teens this
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raised a real crisis and conflict: the teens had a relationship to the other teens that was
separate from that of their mothers; they felt that the peers should be able to come to
the teen rap group and to spend time with the teens. Yet from the prison point of view,
the reason the teen was visiting the prison was to see the mother and if the mother
couldn’t behave, then there were consequences for the teen. The teens felt that they
were independent people with their own relationships and it was wrong to punish the
teen just because the mother misbehaved. Reagan spoke about how she felt about the
rule that said as long as the parent couldn’t be in the visiting room then the teen
couldn’t be:
Did I think that was fair? No, because I think that the time that we came up there
was the only time that some of these kids had away from home and had, you
know, and, like I said, some kids only felt comfortable talking to the peer;
someone who has gone through the same thing as them...So, no, I didn’t think
that that was fair.
In spite of the general feeling of the teens that their peers shouldn’t be punished
just because of the mother doing something wrong, the prison rules remained that when a
mother was keep-locked, the child could not come to the children’s center to participate

in the teen program; the child would have to visit alone with the mother in a separate

place for those mothers who were in keep-lock.

Physical Space and Architecture: Identity, Meanings, and Memory

Places, rooms, architecture and items of furniture become associated with
experiences and meanings that those individuals who have passed through these spaces
will know and/or remember. Each of the teens made drawings of the children’s center,

and it was clear that the physical aspects of the children’s center are filled with meanings
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and memories for the teens about their high school years, about themselves, their
mothers, and one another.

The space and individual aspects of it helped them feel their special identity as
adolescents who had a separate group identity from their mothers. As one person said,
“At one point, the children's center was our stomping grounds. . .that's where the Teen
Program was.” During the rap groups that the teens had in the children’s center for an
hour before the mothers came and joined them, sometimes the mothers would sit outside,
looking through the plexi-glass while the teens huddled together during their rap group
discussions at a special table. The teens, comfortable in their group, would look out and
wave, knowing that until they were done talking, their mothers could not enter.

The teen wall was one of the parts of the drawings that almost all the participants
drew and spoke about. Allah described it and its importance:

We wanted to leave our mark in the children's center. ...something we could say is like
ours...So, we got somebody that was part of the group. They drew a sign, and one of the
mother's helped. They drew a sign that says "Dynamic Teen " going across it. And they
colored it in with blue and yellow...

One of the teens had designed the logo and had painted it on the wall with the
help of other teens. Teens and mothers also had made collages of photos of themselves
that surrounded the large logo.

Reagan added,

We had out a Teen Wall, where we made collages, pictures of our self at home

with family ...that “Wall”. . ...It’s blue. , yellow and it says, “Dynamic Teen”

in ... graffiti and then our pictures are all under it. Pictures of us when we were
young.
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Josh elaborated on the importance of the wall to the teens when he said “Because it was
stable. It was something physically put up that said it was ours. It was over here. We
planned it. We drew the flag. This is Dynamic Teen. This is by the children's center. “

Many of the young people drew and talked about the zable, ‘a funny U-shaped”
table, remembering its shape, recounting the good memories of time with each other as
teens, sharing their lives and dreams. Shirelle remembered:

We'd all sit around the big table, and then, ...you know, what's been going on in

our week; what's been going on in school. What's been going on with the boys

and girls, you know, in our life..... me and Allah were going to get married.

The space related to feelings about visiting their mothers and about their own
challenges. Some youth spoke about the very entrance to the children’s center as defining
the memory of being welcomed. Allah said,

Okay, when I first walk into the visiting room there’s a really big sign and I see

the children center...nice and big. I don’t care how old I’m gonna be; by the time

my mom comes home, I always go in there and then back because there memories
back there.
And Natalia remembered remember the rainbow over the door that said “Joy is
Unbreakable in the hands of children.”

Many of the participants had memories of how the table also served as a place to
do arts and crafts and play games. Shirelle loved doing crafts with her mother:

The table...when they do arts and crafts, they make sure that your mother can be

able to keep it here, then, if you want to, you can give it to your mother, and she

can actually take it back to her room and keep it. .

Traditions and Rituals Create Cultural Space

Sister Ann, the former director of the Children’s Center, wanted to create cultural

space in order to imagine that it was possible to be a “good mother” even after past
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failures and even from within prison. She once said, “The women’s best friend before
they come to prison has always been failure. They basically feel they were failures as
mothers. We say to them, “Now here is an opportunity for you to learn.” (Willens, 1995,
p. 7) The teeﬂs had to construct relationships with their mothers in the context of prison,
in the shadow of the representations of incarcerated mothers being seen as mothers who
had failed, “bad mothers.” The effort to create a culture that was not based on failure but
on possibility was important for the teens and their mothers.

Traditions and rituals played a central role in establishing a culture that
strengthened the mother-child bond. Mother’s Day was the biggest day of celebration in
the prison. Although guilt, loss and sadness accompanied it for the children and the
mothers, it was a focus on what could be now and what could be in the future. Sister Ann
used to open the summer program asking all of the moms and children to hold each other
and then said “You are the glue family.” And at the end of each summer week program,
Sister Ann asked all the participants to raise their hands up into the sky and bring down
graces, then to bend down and sprinkle them on the children’s center floor for the
mothers and children who would come next week. The teens and their mothers
participated in all the traditions and rituals that all the younger children had and they also
created their own.

The youth spoke of the traditions of noting the changing seasons, and this
tradition utilized the architecture of a wall and a tree on the wall. The changing seasons
traditions gave the youth and their mothers a relationship to the outside world of

holidays, seasons with their different activities, and the beginning and end of the school
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year. Reagan spoke of the tradition of showing the cycle of seasons and holidays and in
the center was her ‘tree of hope:”

There’s this really big tree, on the wall, and I always tell my mom I call it the

“tree of hope” ...The tree turns into a Christmas tree. The tree turns into an apple

tree. The tree turns into a castle during Halloween. It just always turns into

something else. I always call it the “tree of hope.”

Another teen tradition was to end each visit with group photographs, first with all
the teens and their mothers together and then just with the teens. The photos created
closeness and captured the growth of what they called “family” as they grew from
fourteen to eighteen. Most of the participants brought out group photos during the
interviews with nostalgic memories.

The tradition of celebrating birthdays was an important cornerstone in the creation
of cultural space. The children’s center helped mothers celebrate their teenagers’
birthdays by getting a cake with candles and a gift that the mother could give. The teens
celebrated all the birthdays for that month on their monthly weekend visits, everyone
singing happy birthday together... Sean said, “It's good for both, because you know
somebody cares. ...some people don't even get a happy birthday for their birthday, or
nothing tangible. ...that your mom actually went out of her way to prepare something
from her to you is something nice to think about.... she cares. She remembers.”

The tradition that the mothers of the teens created that was the high point of the
year was the annual graduation called The Celebration of Achievement. It was put on by
the mothers to celebrate the teens at the end of each school year and to mark the advance

into the next grade. This tradition, perhaps as much as any other, reveals the power of

creating cultural space and the role of tradition in doing so.
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Participants expressed strong emotions of joy about the graduations, expressed
below by Reagan:
Oh, the graduations were so sweet...it always felt like it was more than a
graduation ...it felt celebration, like we just made another year, you know? Some
people cried because they couldn’t believe what went on during the year ...I
believe none of the tears were sad tears; they were all happy tears.... We would
get, certificates. .... they had categories ...people graduate from high school
would get certificates saying that we would pass...made it through the year,.
Then you had junior high school ...we had certificates for being a volunteer, like,
some of us older teens, if we go back, we would get, you know, acknowledged for
coming back
They gave vivid descriptions of what they were like. Natalia said,
They set it up like it was a graduation, They had tables on this side, tables on that
side. ...a flower centerpiece in the middle of each table... A program, It was
nice. And then, like each mother could get up there and present ... their child..
The graduations were for the teens, but sometimes also recognized the
achievements of the larger family supporting the teens such as Reagan and Allah’s
grandmother...”My grandmother received, “Grandmother of the Year” award, not just for

being my grandmother, but for being a grandmother for the whole Teen group. She

got...the whole Teen group took a picture with her. She’s so happy about that...”

The participants spoke about the importance of the graduations for their mothers
as a way for them to express their love. Natalia spoke:

And how do mothers like express their love from a distance? The best way they

can. with any kind of like card, ...they can make anything a holiday...that's

something they do the best that they can...at the graduation ceremony, how they
would get up and speak.
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The graduations were a time for the teens to both receive love from their mothers
and also to see their mothers’ in a situation of vulnerability. Natalia supported her mother
in giving a speech:

My mother ...she never liked to speak in front of people. So, when she got up

there, she started crying, and I went up there; I helped her. I liked the

graduations. They're real nice.

Sean saw the graduations as time when the mothers could give each other support
and ideas and where all the mothers were caring about all of the teens: “I think that
seeing other mothers, it made it ...easier for every mother to prepare something. And
then, everyone became more comfortable to actually go up there and to say something.”

These graduations, in the eyes of the participants, were more authentic, more
personal, and deeper than their graduations outside of prison. The teens spoke about how
they felt that all the mothers were supporting them, in addition to their own mothers.
Allah said

Graduation at home...it's all about business. You get a guest speaker that you

don't know nothing about, never heard anything about the guest speaker. ..the

graduation at Dynamic Teen is people that you grew up with and you had
experienced things, and they get the time to actually like talk go you and express
their feelings to you.
Sean repeated the sentiments of Allah and others that these graduations tapped into real
feelings, and she added that the mothers were caring and celebrating all of the kids, not
just the mother’s own child. Throughout the interviews the youth used the word ‘family’
to mean that they felt cared for by more than their own mother; The graduation was a
moment when that caring from the larger family expressed itself and was felt:

Because it just wasn't what my mom said that made me cry....just to know that

they sat there and they just took their time to prepare these things is so touching.

And you know that it wasn't "Roses are red, violets are blue; congratulations, I
love you...it was actually real words of encouragement and wisdom, and that's
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what's so touching. ...These are real emotions that actually they get to display
and just not for their kids...their kids are not the only person that's listening. So,
it's other mothers; it's other kids.

The Celebrations of Achievement events were an example of how within a limited

situation, it is possible to create space not simply to survive but to transcend, to go

beyond, to create what might not have been imaginable.

Discussion

Normalization and Beyond

One of the themes of adolescent development is the turn towards independence
and separation from parents. The process of separation from parents or adult caregivers
does not mean a total lack of desire to be with them; it does, however, affect the
relationship with parents. Adolescents frequently want contact with their parents, in this
case with their mothers, but they also want to be separate from them and instead to be
with their friends. It is an ongoing process of touching home and moving away, touching
home and moving away (Kaplan, 1984; Wolf, 1991). The title of the book Get Qut of My
Life but first could you drive me and Cheryl to the mall captures the teenagers’
ambivalence. This study’s findings show that there is a strong desire by the teens to have
time with their mothers. They also loved being with their own mothers among all of the
teens with all of their mothers. In a situation where the parents are at home, the teen can
come in, go out, hang out with friends in the house ignoring the parent but come and get
money, a hug, support. The visits with all the mothers and all the teens together allowed
for this kind of back and forth, separating and coming together that characterizes the

emotional dynamic between adolescents and parents.
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The teens all struggled with how to handle social stigma against their mothers due
to being in prison and, to the secondary stigma against them for having an incarcerated
mother. Goffman (1963)maintains that the central issue in stigma is that of acceptance.
He says that it is inevitable that a person being stigmatized will feel some ambivalence
about his own self. He suggests that another person might be afraid to associate with a
stigmatized person because of wanting to avoid the connection with the stigma. The
research findings did not find examples of teens expressing ambivalence about their
mothers or a fear of associating with them. One participant expressed shame of his
mother and others told stories about feeling embarrassed by school or neighborhood peers
talking about their mothers’ crimes. No one articulated whether or not these feelings
created ambivalence towards their mothers. Yet, regardless of whether it was articulated,
the level of stigma towards their mothers that they describe among peers at home was in
clear contrast with the atmosphere of acceptance and normality of the relationships that
took place among all of the mothers and all of the teens during visits. Goffman (1963)
discusses the importance of being part of a network with others who share the same
stigmatized issue and this experience corroborates this.

At the same time, the research findings are also connected to those who challenge
Goffman (1963) for being too defensive. It is not clear whether the teens ever felt
ambivalence towards their mothers due to the crimes and incarceration. What is clear is
that the time with all the mothers and teens gave the youth a larger community in which
they could affirm their mothers, and feel good about themselves and their mothers. Using
their agency, they led with the energy to play games with all of the mothers and all of the

teens, something that would be less likely to happen outside of prison. It was noted that
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the graduations brought out a depth of love and appreciation from the mothers that would
not have existed in normal life outside of prison. The teens and mothers in some ways
created relationships out of a very limited and repressive environment that took on new
forms and unimagined depths.

Bronfenbrenner’s (1988) ecological model of development is useful for
explaining the significance of social context, in this case, the particular prison’s
philosophy that within prison limits, supported mother-child relationships. There was a
separate visiting area with more flexible rules for mother and teen interactions, and there
were programs for mothers and teens that brought them all together. This specific context
made possible the normalization of relationships and the creation of dynamics and
activities that had particular strengths.

Extended Family

The youth defined the other teens and mothers as “family.” The word “family” as
used by them had several meanings. The most general meaning is similar to when they
referred to the teens even without all the mothers: a bond of caring and commitment that
was deeper than just friends, in their minds. There also appears to be a specific meaning
that is drawn more specifically from African-American culture and that has also
permeated more popular culture. As discussed by Collins (1991) and Stack (1974) the
African American family has had to create a form of caretaking that could meet the
challenges of race, class and gender oppression. This often meant strong networks of
both bloodmothers--biological mothers—and, othermothers-- grandmothers, sisters,
aunts, or cousins acting as othermothers-- by taking on responsibilities for one another’s

children. And these othermothers and community based childcare arrangements often
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went beyond biological relatives to those who became “fictive kin.” (Stack, 1974)
relating to the creation of families for survival. Some of the teens adopted the mothers of

99 &6

other teens as their “aunts,” “grandmother” or “cousin”, depending on the role that the
person represented to them emotionally. Many said that they liked having many mothers
who could encourage them to do the right thing, cared about what they did, would scold
them if they did something wrong, and who basically just mothered them. The agency of
the youth constructed family that helped them to survive and transform the conditions
that they faced with the loss of a mother to incarceration, making use of the conditions
that they had.

Space

Freedom and oppression. Physical space has created freedom from oppression

and repression in different ways. Physical space has functioned as a site of political
resistance (Evans & Boyte, 1992) Physical space has also been more of a recuperative
space, similar to “... places for breathing, relaxing, or sitting on a couch without the
constant arrows of stereotypes and social hatred” (Weis & Carbonell-Medina, 2000, p.
32). The meaning of the physical space for the teens is closer to that of a recuperative
space, free from the stereotypes and stigma related to having a mother in prison.
However, it is also a space in which they created rich relationships with their mothers,
with their peers, and with all the peers together with the mothers. Hence, they used the
space not simply to relax but to actually create relationships and to explore selves. Hence
it is not just about freedom “from” but freedom “to” and “towards.”

The physical space permitted greater movement, personal interactions, and

activities, space to create and explore relationships and selves. There was also a deeper
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metaphor of freedom because this freedom was being created inside of a prison that
represented both concretely and existentially the very opposite of freedom.

It was never a freedom completely separate from the oppression. The rules, the
green clothes, the ultimate departure of teens after a visit leaving their mothers inside
prison, the punishment of mothers meaning that the teens could not come, all were daily
experiences of oppresSion and repression inside of the freedom. As Gloria Anzaldua
(1999) writes about borderlands, contradictory and antithetical identities connect and
mix. The words of the youth indicate space/freedom and oppression existed in the
children’s center, interpetrating, never free of each other.

Space, architecture, and identity. Adolescents like to have places that belong to

them, separate from adults: rooms that parents can’t enter, their own secret language,
slang, or teen music that adults can’t understand or appreciate. This is part of the process
of separating from adults and developing their own identities. With the teen program this
process is reflected in the use of space, in particular in the creation of a teen wall.

The teens remembered their own feelings of being warmly welcomed into the
children’s center, feelings evoked by their memories of the wall above the entrance that
was painted with a bright rainbow with the words “Joy is unbreakable in the hands of
children” circling over the rainbow. The connection between body and memory and
architecture is revealed, as discussed by Bloomer and Moore (1977).

The memories of the participants of the table where everyone sat together, a
center place, the place for group discussions, their space is an example of a physical item
in a home going beyond a personal memory to a social one. “...centerplaces in houses

embody a reference to a communal human identity transformed architecturally to
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magnify and add meaning to the rituals and improvisations of the household” (Bloomer
etal., 1977, p. 50).

For those teens in the group who saw their mothers for 10 and 15 years and more
in the children’s center, as they grew older, into teen years and beyond, the children’s
center represented a home that they shared with their mothers. When the prison
authorities implemented a new rule that said once a child was over 18 the children’s
center was out of bounds, mothers and their children felt an enormous sense of loss and
quietly expressed outrage until the rule was changed. The home was needed for the teens
to continue relating to their mothers and friends in. A home, wherever it is constructed,
carried the meanings of a lifetime. The children’s center was the house Bachelard (1964)
speaks of when he says, “The word habit is too worn a word to express this passionate
liaison of our bodies which do not forget, with an unforgettable house” (pp. 14-15).

Traditions and rituals. Traditions can play a role in the creation of cultural space.

Traditions that have existed over many generations can be an important part of
maintaining the identity of new generations, in spite of upheavals and immigration.
Centrie (2000) describes how the Vietnamese who have immigrated to the United States
emphasize traditional culture, Confucianism and Taoist beliefs, and describes the annual
Tet celebrations and their role in the Vietnamese belief in the collective responsibility for
children. Having the birthday parties in the children’s center allowed the mothers to
continue to give their teens a birthday party, helping the teens to feel that their mothers
were carrying out the role of a mother and loving them.

New traditions can be consciously created in order to create the space of

alternative subcultures. Although Hobsbawm (1983) writes about medieval England,
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religion and the nation states, his concept of “‘invented and inventing traditions” that are
“responses to novel situations which take the form of reference to old situations,” (p. 1-2)
provides a useful framework for understanding the rituals that the mothers and children
participated in and helped to create.

The format of the birthday parties for the teens was changed from birthdays
outside of prison yet birthday celebrations did happen. All of the teens’ birthdays of the
month would be celebrated during the teen visits during that month. It became both a
chance for individual mothers to express their love, and the opportunity for the teens to
celebrate amidst their peers. Mothers Day in the prison was a tradition of the society at
large that became part of the mother-child traditions in the prison. It was adapted for the
particular context creating many activities for children to celebrate their mothers and for
mothers to do things with their children. The Celebration of Achievement was an
adaptation of an existing ritual of graduations to the particular circumstances of the
prison. The birthdays, Mothers Day and the Celebrations of Achievement were part of
constructing a subculture within the prison of encouraging mothers to mother even from
prison. This subculture was to support children and teens and their mothers as they
together created a new chapter in their lives, not being defined either by the failures of
the past or the negative social representations.

Rituals can also create space, contributing meaning and values to individuals and
to social groups. Connerton writes, “...rites have the capacity to give value and meaning
to the life those who perform them” (1989, p. 44) and emphasizes the role of physical
activity in rites; he refers to this as the ‘bodily incorporation’ of memory.” The rituals of

taking photos with all of the mothers and all of the teens after each weekend were
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moments when everyone crowded into a space, leaning against one another, stretching
over the person in front to be seen, or grabbing the shoulder of the person in front for
balance. The photos, mentioned by so many of the teens, captured the shared experience
of being a group of teens and a group of teens with moms. The photos were the ending
ritual of each visit. And as the participants, one after another, pulled out their group
photos, they held a memory of a shared experience of adolescence among a group of
teens and their moms.
Summary

The research reveals that sharing space and time with all of the teens and their
mothers together in the children’s center visiting area helped to normalize their
relationships with their mothers. The teens utilized this time to create an extended family
with the other teens and their mothers broadening their supportive environment. All the
teens with their mothers created and participated in traditions and activities that provided
a way for them to participate in rites of passage that otherwise they would not have
shared. These shared activities strengthened the mother child bond as well as the teens’
sense of well-being. The research documents that the concept of space is useful for
understanding the struggle to create physical, psychic, social, and cultural freedom inside

of the repressive reality of incarceration and the separation that it causes.
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Chapter IX

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction

The purpose of this study was to examine the meanings constructed by eight
young adults (age 18-22) relating to having a mother in prison. The study focused on the
challenges they described, their relationships with their mothers, the sharing of time with
other peers who had mothers in prison, and the significance of spending time with their
peers and their mothers in the children’s center space in the prison visiting room.

This final chapter is comprised of the following six sections: Recapitulation of the
Study Design; Summary of Findings; Limitations; Implications for Future Research;
Implications for Policy; Conclusion.

Recapitulation of the Study Design

The focus of the dissertation study was to examine how eight young adults made
meaning of their experiences during their high school years of having a mother in prison.
The research was a retrospective study.

A convenience sample was obtained of the eight young adults age 18 to 22, all of
whose mothers with one exception are still incarcerated. All of the participants were
involved in a program during their high school years through which they visited their
own mothers in prison, spent time both outside the prison and in the visiting room with
their peers who also had “mothers in prison, and participated in activities with these peers

and their mothers in the children’s center visiting area.
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The eight young adults were prompted to look back and reflect on their high
school years concerning issues related to having a mother in prison. The research
operationalized the following four thematic questions:

1) What do these eight young adults name as challenges during their high school years in
relation to having a mother in prison?

2) What are the different meanings these eight young adults have constructed about their
relationships with their mothers across the separation of incarceration during their high
school years?

3) What was the significance they attributed to participating in a program for teens who
also had a mother in prison?

4) What are the different meanings that they have constructed about sharing time,
activities, and space as teens with the other teens and their mothers in the children’s
center inside the prison?

In order to explore these research questions, the study employed a qualitative
research approach using a case study strategy. The interview protocol and the data
analysis were guided by three areas of thematic concern: the psychology of motherhood
from a social constructivist perspective; adolescent development with a focus on
adolescent-mother relationships, adolescent peer relationships, and identity development;
and the concepts of space seen through physical, psychological, interpersonal, and
symbolic lenses.

Data collection for the study was conducted during the spring, summer, and fall of
2006 and involved qualitative interviews, document analysis of archival materials, and a

focus group. Informed consent was obtained to conduct the study in compliance with the
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requirements of the institutional review board (IRB). Young adult participants were
individually interviewed twice. A focus group was conducted after the first interview.
One interview was carried out with a former director of the prison mother-child
programs. Archival data including reports, notes, a video and writings by the teens were
analyzed.

Data analysis was carried out simultaneously with data collection. It was an
iterative and continuous process. The researcher used the open-coding method; potential
themes were identified through bringing together examples from the text. The researcher
worked back and forth between data and categories of themes defined by the research
questions and reflected in the interview protocol as well as “in vivo™ categories, those
themes arising from participants’ own accounts.

Summary of Findings

The findings of the study were detailed in Chapters V, VI, VII, and VIII. A
summary of the findings is presented in the following section for each research question,
followed by an integrative description of participants’ meaning making experiences
related to having a mother in prison.

First Thematic Question

The first thematic question examined challenges confronting teens in relation to
having a mother in prison. A first challenge related to the loss of their mothers. When
their mothers went to prison the participants experienced a range of feelings such as
sadness, anger, grief, anxiety, fear, and confusion. Some of the participants responded to
these feelings by acting out, especially in school. The teens remembered that most

important to them at the time of the arrest was connecting to their mothers to reassure
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