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ABSTRACT 
This qualitative study involved interviews with staff in a women’s prison to 
explore their suggestions about parenting education. Interviews were con-
ducted to identify whether staff agreed with previous parenting education 
suggestions made by women experiencing incarceration and contribute to 
developing a parenting education program. Data were analyzed using 
reflexive thematic analysis. Staff highlighted the importance of accommo-
dating complex needs, cultural safety, trauma-informed, woman-centred 
and a strengths-based approach. This approach to program development 
will contribute to a parenting education program designed for women 
experiencing incarceration and may support program sustainability attrib-
uting to the involvement of the prison community in program design.
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INTRODUCTION

The number of incarcerated women worldwide has increased nearly 60% since the year 2000 and 
at a much higher rate than men in prison, increasing by 22% over the same period. Nearly 7% of 
the worldwide prison population are women and girls which equates to greater than 740,000 
experiencing incarceration (Fair & Walmsley, 2022, p. 2).

With the increasing worldwide rate of women in prison, attention to the gendered needs of 
women has become more apparent. The gendered needs of women experiencing incarceration 
has been described as the “triumvirate”, which includes three contributing factors, comprising of 
a history of victimization, the use of substances to self-medicate for the trauma of past victimiza-
tion and mental illness, with a higher occurrence of self-harm for women compared to men 
(Bartels et al., 2020). Many of these women have cumulative disadvantage with experiences of 
multiple traumas, abuse, sexual abuse, domestic violence, poverty and childhood trauma (Carlton 
& Segrave, 2014; Enggist et al., 2014; Jewkes et al., 2019; Segrave & Carlton, 2011; Stathopoulos, 
2012). Some of the effects of trauma can contribute to difficulty coping with daily stressors, form-
ing healthy relationships, managing cognitive processes (memory, attention, thinking, emotional 
regulation) and can impact spiritual beliefs. Neuro-biological effects can manifest in hyper-vigi-
lance, constant aroused state, withdrawal, and avoidance (SAMHSA (Substance Abuse & Mental 
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Health Services Administration), 2014). Women born abroad may experience additional barriers 
which can lead to isolation, discrimination and exclusion (Watt et al., 2018). In Australia 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander women are the fastest growing population of incarcerated 
people ([ABS],Australian Bureau of Statistics 2019). These women represent 33% of the women 
in prison, in Australia (Australian Institute of Health & Welfare [AIHW], 2020, p. 4). These sta-
tistics represent the ongoing impacts of Australia’s colonial history and the forced removal of 
children from Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander families causing devastating effects (AIHW 
(Australian Institute of Health & Welfare),), 2018; Baldry, 2009; Baldry & McCausland, 2009; 
Tilton & Anderson, 2017).

A growing body of literature recognizes the importance of a gendered approach to program-
ming for incarcerated women (Bartels et al., 2020; Bloom et al., 2004; Wright et al., 2012). The 
gendered approach takes into consideration the reality of women’s lives which can impact the 
choice of the environment, the staff, program development, content and material (Bloom et al., 
2004). Evidence suggests that addressing the realities of the lives of incarcerated women through 
gender-responsive policy and practice is essential to improving outcomes for women (Bloom 
et al., 2004). Culture has also been recognized as important and needs to be considered in the 
development of programs (Brown & Bloom, 2009; Henson, 2020).

The majority of women in prison are mothers, a recent report recorded 54% of women in 
prison have responsibility for at least one child in the community (AIHW (Australian Institute of 
Health & Welfare), 2020, p. 10) and 85% of women have been pregnant at some stage in their 
life (AIHW (Australian Institute of Health & Welfare), 2019, p.72). Therefore, the majority of 
women in prison are a caregiver of children and their incarceration can have a traumatic and 
long-term effect on the child and themselves (WHO, 2014). Possibly the separation of mother 
and child is “the single greatest punishment of incarceration” for many women (Stone et al., 
2017, p. 304). The love that a mother has for her child can be a powerful motivator for women 
in prison to work toward positive change (Kennedy et al., 2020).

A large proportion of women will leave prison and re-offend after a short period in the com-
munity (Russell & Baldry, 2020). Women often experience short or remand sentencing, conse-
quently limiting access to rehabilitation programs and disrupting family stability (Baldry, 2010; 
Lloyd et al., 2015; Stathopoulos et al., 2012). Because of this high proportion of women serving 
short or remand sentences, there is limited time to engage in education (Russell & Baldry, 2020). 
It is important to develop programs specific to the needs of women experiencing incarceration 
and conducive to the prison environment (Abbott et al., 2018).

If women are provided with an opportunity to attend parenting education when their motiv-
ation is high, potentially women, their families and communities can experience positive changes 
(Eddy et al., 2022). Many parenting programs conducted with incarcerated women have demon-
strated positive short-term impacts (Bell & Cornwell, 2015; Collica- Cox & Furst et al., 2018; 
Kamptner et al., 2017; Loper & Tuerk, 2011; Scudder et al., 2014; Simmons et al., 2012). 
Parenting programs evaluated with women in prison have demonstrated increased knowledge 
(Kennon et al., 2009; Urban & Burton, 2015; Wilson et al., 2010) and significant improvement in 
parenting attitude (Kennon et al., 2009; Miller et al., 2014; Perry 2009; Rossiter et al., 2015; 
Simmons et al., 2012; Wilson et al., 2010). Other studies have described better communication 
and relationships with their children after attending parenting education in a prison (Bell & 
Cornwell, 2015; Collica-Cox & Furst, 2018; Perry 2009).

Parenting programs previously implemented in a prison setting vary in content, theory and 
program length. Similarities in content include topics for example, relationships with the child 
and caregiver, communication, listening, child discipline, emotional regulation and child develop-
ment (Lovell et al., 2020). However, a challenge when introducing parenting education in a prison 
setting is a lack of understanding about parenting education and insufficient encouragement by 
staff for women offenders to attend parenting programs (Newman et al., 2011; Schram & 
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Morash, 2002). This lack of understanding could result from insufficient staff consultation during 
the development and implementation of prison programs.

This paper presents views of prison staff regarding the parenting education needs of women in 
prison. The prison staff interviews reported here are part of a research project to develop a 
parenting program for women experiencing incarceration. The project utilized a community- 
based theoretical model (Badiee et al., 2012). Community is defined as a “unit of identity” and 
can comprise multiple communities (Israel et al., 2005). In the current project, the “community” 
included women experiencing incarceration with varied cultural backgrounds including 
Aboriginal women, prison staff and key members of the Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
community. Prior to project commencement women in the prison acknowledged the need for a 
parenting education program for women in prison separated from their children. The community 
was engaged in developing the program, which started by listening to the voices of women expe-
riencing incarceration (Lovell et al., 2020). It was important to understand the different needs of 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander women (in press). Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander parenting practices vary across Australia and within communities, however, the core 
strengths are applicable to current parenting and can be incorporated into parenting education 
(Geia, 2012; Kruske et al., 2012; Malin et al., 1996; Penman, 2006).

Prison staff, as part of the community, took part in interviews following on from interviews 
with women in prison. Interviewing the women first enabled researchers to establish if the staff 
had similar, or opposing, views to the views and suggestions made by the women. During inter-
views, staff had the opportunity to contribute their ideas and establish a vested interest in the 
development of a parenting education program. Staff interviews were conducted to determine if 
the staff agreed with the women’s suggestions. The purpose of the interview was not to make 
changes to suggestions that women had made but to recognize barriers in the prison environment 
that may need to be addressed to support the women. It was also important to collaborate with 
various prison staff members to gain insight and knowledge from their experience of working 
with women in a prison setting. Durlak and DuPre (2008) state that community collaboration 
should not be underestimated in the process of developing and implementing a successful and 
sustainable program.

The current research study provides insight into the views of prison staff regarding the parent-
ing education needs of women. It addresses the views and suggestions of staff working in a wom-
en’s prison:

1. To identify whether the staff agreed with the parenting education needs and suggestions 
made by women experiencing incarceration

2. To contribute to the development of a parenting education program for women experiencing 
incarceration who are separated from their children

3. To contribute to program sustainability with the involvement of the prison community.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Location

The study took place in an Australian women’s prison that employs approximately 200 staff 
working for the Department for Correctional Services (DCS) and Prison Health Services. Staff 
from both sectors were interviewed. The DCS employs a General Manager for the site, security 
officers, managerial and support staff, psychologists and social and emotional support services.
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Participants

All prison staff who had direct contact with the women in the prison were invited via an email 
sent from an administrator in the prison to participate in an interview. A poster advertising the 
research was circulated on an internal communication system. To participate, the staff were asked 
to make contact via email with BL or the administrator. This recruitment method facilitated vol-
untary participation and reduced the risk of coercion from direct line managers. Participants 
were eligible if they worked on-site at the prison and had knowledge or an interest in parenting 
education which was determined by the participants. Five participants were previously known to 
BL through initial stages of project collaboration. Limited participant data was collected to main-
tain anonymity.

This study involved fifteen interviews with participants who were required to work onsite at 
the women’s prison. Nine staff worked in prison health and consisted of health and managerial 
staff. The health staff had worked at the prison between seven months and twelve years. The six 
staff members from the DCS comprised managerial staff and front-line workers, including offi-
cers, psychologists and social workers. These staff had worked at the prison between six months 
and thirteen years. Most participants interviewed were female and no participants withdrew from 
the research.

Data collection

A naturalist approach aimed for the researchers to understand the experiences of staff working 
with women experiencing incarceration (Given, 2008). The naturalist approach features the 
understanding that individuals are experts in their life experiences (Carl & Ravitch, 2018). At the 
time of the interviews, COVID-19 was not in the community, however, entry into the prison was 
restricted. It was planned that data would be collected via focus group interviews. However, 
because of the subsequent COVID-19 restrictions the researchers were unable to enter the prison 
and therefore data were collected via semi-structured telephone interviews, and one participant 
requested a face-to-face interview in the community. The participants were sent information elec-
tronically about the study and a verbal explanation prior to the interview. Participants agreed and 
written consent was obtained. Interviews were conducted by (BL) and audio-recorded with par-
ticipant consent. This researcher identifies as a Caucasian female, middle-class and an outsider to 
the prison setting, who brought experience caring for women as a health professional. She holds 
beliefs that with opportunity and support, women experiencing incarceration can recover.

Most staff interviewed (n¼ 12) were located at the prison during telephone interviews and sit-
uated in a private room. Three participants were not located at the prison during the interview. 
One staff member was working from home, one opted to take part after work hours and another 
took part in a face-to-face interview outside of work hours, in a private space. Interviews were 
conducted at convenient times to encourage information sharing (Burke & Miller, 2001). 
Telephone interviews can be effective in collecting rich data, encourage free flowing conversations 
and enable participants to speak with honesty and a level of anonymity (Given, 2008).

The interviews lasted an average time of approximately sixty minutes. Interviews began with 
questions such as: Do you think a parenting program would be beneficial for women? What type 
of content would you like to see included? What do you see as the challenges? The questions 
were followed by presenting suggestions the women experiencing incarceration had made in pre-
vious interviews, to establish whether the staff agreed with the women (Lovell et al., 2022). Prior 
to this study, focus group interviews were conducted with 31 women in prison, including 13 
Aboriginal women and 5 women born overseas. The women were asked about their parenting 
education needs to co-design a parenting education program specifically for their needs. Data 
were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022). During interviews, the 
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staff were given an opportunity to elaborate and share what they felt was relevant. Researchers 
agreed the fifteen interviews had achieved an in-depth understanding (Braun & Clarke, 2021) of 
staff suggestions about the educational needs of the women in prison. A summary of the inter-
view transcript was emailed to participants to increase the credibility of the interpretation by ena-
bling participants to refute or confirm the accuracy of interpretation of the data (Candela, 2019). 
Only one participant made minor adjustments to ensure the reader knew the statements were not 
a generalization toward all women.

Data analysis

The data were transcribed verbatim by BL, shortly after conducting the interviews. Data were 
analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2014, 2022). To align with nat-
uralistic inquiry, the data were analyzed inductively to identify meaning within the data and 
uncover new ideas or information that could contribute to the development of a parenting educa-
tion program (Armstrong, 2010). Deductive coding was also applied using a trauma-informed 
framework to understand staff awareness of the trauma-informed approach and identify ways to 
incorporate the approach into the program (see Table 1). Deductive coding was also used to 
establish whether the staff agreed with the needs women had discussed in earlier interviews. Data 
analysis was guided by six phases (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2014). The transcripts were read mul-
tiple times and useful aspects of the interviews were highlighted, as well as words relating to 
trauma and the trauma-informed approach using the principles listed in Table 1. The trauma- 
informed principles take into consideration: safety; trustworthiness; peer support; collaboration; 
empowerment, voice and choice; and cultural, historical and gender issues. Each transcript was 
summarized by (BL). Some initial ideas and thoughts were noted during the process. Transcripts 
were uploaded to NVivo 12.6.0 software to support coding considerable amounts of data. Data 
summaries were composed by (BL) and read by (MS). Raw data was coded by BL and AB inde-
pendently to enable detailed discussion of the data and establish themes. Codes included both 
semantic (self-care, guilt) and latent codes (woman-centred, strengths-based) using a relativist 
perspective. BL and AB had similar codes and interpretation of the data and met to discuss and 
finalize the themes. Some codes were deleted or merged during the coding process when tran-
scripts were re-read. Similar codes were grouped together to establish themes. Themes were 
defined, named, re-named and re-ordered. The transcripts were re-read after themes were devel-
oped to ensure staff had been represented accurately.

Table 1. Principles of a trauma-informed approach (SAMHSA (Substance Abuse & Mental Health Services Administration),), 
2014).

The six key principles

1. Safety Promote physical and psychological safety
2. Trustworthiness Build and maintain trust with transparent decisions
3. Peer support Support to promote safety, hope, trust, collaboration and 

utilize the stories of lived experience to encourage 
recovery and healing

4. Collaboration Share decisions to level power differences and demonstrate 
that healing happens in relationships

5. Empowerment, voice and choice Have a belief that recovery and healing are possible. 
Support shared decision making, choice, goal setting for 
healing and facilitate this process

6. Cultural, historical and gender issues Avoid cultural stereotypes, offer gender-responsive services, 
promote healing through cultural connection, incorporate 
protocols, policies and processes responsive to racial, 
ethnic and cultural needs of individuals and historical 
trauma
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RESULTS

During data analysis four themes were established: (1) ‘Reflecting reality, whilst maintaining a 
strengths-based approach to education – a delicate balance’, (2) ‘The underpinnings of a prison 
parenting education program’, (3) ‘Working to support the engagement and learning needs of 
women experiencing incarceration’, (4) ‘Striving for sustainability – working within a challenging 
environment’. Figure 1 visually represents the themes and the underpinning frameworks for pro-
gram development.

Reflecting Reality, Whilst Maintaining a Strengths-Based Approach to Education – a 
Delicate Balance (Theme 1)

The staff all confirmed that women would benefit from a parenting education program and high-
lighted some complexities women might face as a mother living in prison. Staff expressed the 
importance of including information relevant to the women, to reflect the complexity of their 
lives. During interviews some staff realized how many aspects of the women’s lives impact parent-
ing, “I think it’s a balance too, on how do you paint that picture of the reality, of parenting, and 
still be able to hold on to them and keep them, do you know what I mean?” (Participant 4). The 
staff recognized the difficulty of accommodating all the complex needs.

In the interviews, the women experiencing incarceration discussed the need for information 
about Child Protection and although the staff agreed that having some information about Child 
Protection would be helpful, they knew that it could trigger difficult emotions. “I think they 
would recognize it in a story perhaps, even if they can’t recognize it in their own life, but it might 
be too close to home for some of them” (Participant 6). Child Protection applies to many of the 
women. However, the staff were aware this information should be delivered using a strengths- 
based approach. The staff commented about the possibility of eliciting shame with certain topics, 
“shame can be such a barrier to them authentically engaging in treatment or programs or rehabil-
itation” (Participant 10).

Figure 1. The underpinnings of prison parenting education for women.
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A number of staff discussed how children were affected by their mother’s incarceration and 
the feelings children might experience. This point was similar to findings from interviews with 
the women who were aware their children were suffering and wanted guidance to support their 
needs and identified anger as a common emotion. The women experienced stressful situations 
with their children, which would be difficult from a distance. One staff member provided an 
example of a difficult situation, “fifteen-year-old girl keeps staying away for the night and she’ll 
[Grandmother] ring her daughter in prison and say “I can’t find her, she’s missing” and so mum’s 
stressing. Oh yeah, it’s so complex” (Participant 3). The availability of parenting education could 
provide women with a place to seek support and guidance. This guidance could include a discus-
sion of topics such as how to cope with a child who is running away from home or other com-
plex situations that may present.

The women in the prison discussed having their photograph taken and sending it to their chil-
dren, so their children could see they were healthy and safe. Most staff agreed with including this 
activity, nevertheless, some staff wondered why women would want to send a photograph of 
themselves. Other staff worried it would not be allowed and one staff member thought it might 
be quite upsetting for some children.

There are other kids that would get that photo and scream and rip it up and be very angry and potentially 
see it as a sign that mum, that all mum cares about is herself and so it is very complex, very individual. 
(Participant 10)

The staff highlighted the need to adopt an empathetic woman-centred approach and provide 
women with options to make decisions, for example, to decide who they send the photograph to, 
or to keep the photograph. Although for most women it was important to connect with their 
children, several staff discussed that some children would no longer want contact with their 
mother.

Most staff agreed that women needed to develop skills to look after themselves before they 
could care for their children, which was identified by the women. The staff agreed women needed 
to heal and develop skills to cope with life and parenting, “It’s about healing yourself and repair 
yourself, before you can reach out to somebody else and that’s really good that they recognize that” 
(Participant 7). Staff highlighted that substance use is a problem for many women and needed to 
be addressed to enable them to parent their children after release.

When there’s a lot of drug abuse involved, they aren’t even aware of the fact that they are a danger to their 
children, or their children are in danger because they have been neglected because you know addiction is 
addiction and it’s overwhelming and it’s their first love really and when they get in the grip of it. 
(Participant 8)

Despite the concerns about drug addiction, staff suggested that reference to drugs should be 
limited to basic information, as the focus should be on parenting. The women interviewed had 
suggested learning skills to give them alternative strategies to turn to rather than self-medicating 
with drugs.

The staff were concerned about the impact of family violence and ensuring the women under-
stood the potential consequences for their children, even if their children had not experienced 
physical violence. One staff member reiterated what some women might say about the impact of 
family violence on their children,

‘Nobody ever hurt the kids’, but the kids are sitting there watching it – almost building that empathetic 
attunement with the child, rather than seeing them as umm, I guess, an entity that doesn’t have desires and 
feelings and grief and all that kind of stuff. Which are all very big topics [laugh]. (Participant 10)

Therefore, it was suggested that women may benefit from learning about the effect of family 
violence on children and the importance of protecting children from physical, sexual, emotional, 
and verbal abuse.
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Several staff discussed that guilt can be a problem for the women who expressed their experi-
ences with guilt. One staff member described how guilt can be used in a positive way: “Guilt 
actually being a really good thing, in terms of motivating change, motivating self-development, and 
I guess pushing us to do things better” (Participant 10). Viewing guilt as an indicator of the need 
to change could be a helpful concept for women to understand and support them in dealing with 
intense feelings and avoid the cycle of shame. Viewing guilt positively aligns with the strengths- 
based foundation of a trauma-informed approach.

Some staff recognized the need to include basic information or life skills in a parenting pro-
gram as they recognized the impact that poor parenting in childhood can have on the next 
generation.

I just want to say, smacking your kids in the head, that is not okay, so it is actually not okay to smack your 
kid in the head. It’s not okay to leave needles around the house, so some prisoners, it is actually that basic, 
but the other prisoners have such amazing insight. (Participant 10)

The staff discussed the lack of positive role models in the lives of the women and life skills 
they may have missed during their own childhood. For example, “They had to look after their 
selves and help tidy it up, and an officer had just given her a mop and a bucket, and she didn’t 
know what to do with it” (Participant 7). These examples highlight the basic level of information 
that some women may require. This information would need to be provided using a strengths- 
based approach rather than focusing on the problems.

The staff discussed the traumatic childhood that many women experience and the impact this 
may have on their judgment of healthy parenting. “Like maybe they were abused as a child, or not 
loved or locked in the room or things like that you know, and you need to clarify that, that is not 
the right parenting” (Participant 15). The staff discussed the need for simple explanations to make 
it clear what was and was not acceptable when parenting.

The Underpinnings of a Prison Parenting Education Program (Theme 2)

Several staff had ideas and thoughts about the foundation of a parenting program and discussed 
what would be important to underpin the program. These ideas were about a trauma-informed 
approach, the concept of not being the ‘perfect mother’, attachment, addressing cultural safety 
and a strengths-based approach. Most staff agreed that the Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander women should be offered their own group and their cultural needs should be incorpo-
rated into the program. “It would have to be culture sensitive to the Aboriginal women as well, 
and to do an Aboriginal parenting program you would have to involve the Aunts and the 
Aboriginal people as well” (Participant 3). The staff acknowledged the importance of involving 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples in the development of a parenting program as 
they recognized that Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander women may have specific cultural 
needs and parenting styles. Previous parenting programs conducted in the prison had not 
reflected the culture of participants and focused on young children. One staff member com-
mented, “It was footage from an American website or something like that and it was really, it 
didn’t really resonate really well with the women, but I guess as far as content goes it was also 
really young child related” (Participant 12). Lack of cultural relevance, as well as a focus on young 
children in previous parenting programs, was an issue affecting participation and program 
sustainability.

Some staff recognized that women may have issues with attachment and relationships and 
require support to understand attachment. The staff were aware that a facilitator would need to 
be mindful not to shame or trigger the women whilst separated from their children, which makes 
forming and continuing attachment with children a challenge. “They haven’t had that nurturing 
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and that attachment and bonding and normal, what you can call “normal” childhood and having 
that parenting program, it’s sort of, it’s helping them to be able to break the cycle” (Participant 3).

One staff member mentioned that Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) might be beneficial to 
include in a parenting education program: “It would be ideally trauma-informed, DBT-informed 
parenting skills program – that’s how I see it” (Participant 14). This staff member suggested the 
importance of a trauma-informed approach, recognizing that most women in the prison had 
experienced trauma. Some staff suggested the concept of not needing to be the ‘perfect mum’. 
This concept could help the women deal with guilt and not be overwhelmed by aiming for per-
fection. However, one staff member recognized the importance of making sure the women under-
stand what an acceptable level of ‘good enough’ parenting is: “Their version is, "I only went on a 
meth bender three times this week and my child only had to clean up my vomit twice” umm … ” 
(Participant 10). Without adequate explanation, the ‘good enough’ mother could be interpreted 
the wrong way, especially for those who have not been exposed to role modeling of acceptable 
parenting. Staff highlighted challenges faced by mothers experiencing incarceration and many 
conveyed an understanding of the trauma experienced. Staff were supportive of the development 
of a parenting program and agreed a program would benefit many women.

Working to Support the Engagement and Learning Needs of Women Experiencing 
Incarceration (Theme 3)

Potential challenges with engagement in the learning environment were discussed. The staff dis-
cussed ways to engage and support women from their experiences of working with women. 
Several staff considered the need to accommodate women with difficulty concentrating. The staff 
acknowledged that many women have accessed and experienced a low level of education and 
could have literacy challenges, which would need to be considered throughout the program.

Some staff gave an insight into how they tried to show understanding and build trust with 
women in the past. One staff member described how she tried to get a woman to see that she 
could have made a similar mistake when she was growing up:

Actually normalizing that yeah, it’s a pretty f���ing hard job to be a parent and removing some of that stuff 
of ‘us’ versus ‘them’, kind of thing and talking to prisoners – ahh actually when I was a teenager, I did some 
pretty stupid things and it just so happens that I had the resources to get my life back on track and not 
happened to be intoxicated and drive a car and kill someone and stayed at a party and went on a bender and 
that kind of stuff. (Participant 10)

In this example, a certain style of communication was used to break down the power imbal-
ance by removing judgment and enabling the woman to feel understood. Reducing the power 
imbalance and promoting a non-judgmental attitude would be an important skill for program 
facilitators to build rapport, trust, encourage continued attendance and promote a trauma- 
informed approach. The women experiencing incarceration who were interviewed described the 
need for a non-judgmental approach by program facilitators.

The staff commented about the importance of an appropriately trained facilitator who under-
stands the needs of women experiencing incarceration. One staff member stated, “someone really 
well skilled to be able to … identify the nuances and complexities” (Participant 5). Another staff 
member discussed feedback provided by the women after attending a parenting program previ-
ously conducted in the prison, “Some of their feedback was that it was run by women who didn’t 
have babies and didn’t understand what it was like to have kids and no real concept of what it 
meant to be a mum in prison” (Participant 12). This highlights the need for understanding the 
realities of the lives of these women.

One staff member discussed the importance of listening and learning from the women and 
focusing on the individual needs of the women,
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“You read that out of a bloody textbook didn’t you miss, I’ll tell you how it really is” and it’s like. I’m so 
sorry, please tell me, yes you are correct, please tell me, teach me and having that openness. (Participant 3)

The women need people who understand and support them in a way that reflects the reality 
of their lives, a woman-centred approach. Facilitators need to listen with an open mind and pro-
mote unconditional regard that recovery is possible. During interviews a male staff member sug-
gested having a male facilitator who could role model positive behavior and provide a father’s 
viewpoint but thought it would not be appropriate for a male to facilitate a whole program for 
women.

A few staff discussed the importance of keeping boundaries within the group to ensure the 
group remains focused on the topic.

Keep it very much about the group and the topic and not individual cases and what happened to them and 
how bad that was or and you know like, and it was someone’s fault and that kind of thing, so like you can 
have discussions but with some firm boundaries. (Participant 1)

One staff member thought it would be a good idea to have an enrollment form to gauge how 
the women might feel about participating with women who have differing levels of access to their 
children. Other staff thought it would be appropriate to have women with differing levels of child 
contact in the same group. Some staff acknowledged the difficulty of getting women to attend a 
program. “When we run programs generally the high functioning people attend programs. The low 
functioning ones don’t attend so how do we and they are probably the ones that need it more than 
the other people” (Participant 12). Staff explained that when women are mandated to attend, they 
can exhibit problematic behavior that changes the group dynamic and affects the women who 
genuinely want to engage. However, if a program is voluntary, women may choose not to attend 
and therefore may miss the opportunity.

Striving for Sustainability – Working within a Challenging Environment (Theme 4)

During interviews prison staff described some challenges that may affect implementation and pro-
gram sustainability. The staff contributed ideas of how these challenges may be overcome in a 
system where many barriers exist. Several staff agreed that offering a parenting program would be 
an opportunity to educate women serving a short sentence. One staff member described the 
throughput of women and the impact this has on programming engagement.

We’ve got at any given time 40–45% on remand and about 50% of women are serving sentences of 30 days or 
less and 80% of them are serving sentencing of 6 months or less. So again, it’s that kind of movement through 
the system that makes it really hard. (Participant 14)

One challenge is that women who are serving short periods of time in custody (remand or 
sentenced) make up a large proportion of the women and this small window of opportunity 
requires consideration. The impact of short sentencing was identified by the women interviewed 
previously and staff discussed that women are regularly moved within the prison. This movement 
restricts the continuation of participation in a program because the women in differing security 
levels cannot interact. Several staff suggested that individual modules within a program might be 
beneficial to accommodate the movement of women and their short sentences. One staff member 
suggested continuation of education even if women had been released from prison. Having the 
ability to complete parenting education in the community or return to the prison after release 
would support women serving short sentences to continue their engagement with education and 
create continuity of support and collaboration between the community and prison.

In the past, the prison has relied on community organizations to facilitate parenting education. 
This reliance meant the content of parenting education was not specific to the prison context and 
one problem was continued funding to sustain programs ‘We are still very much relying on 
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external providers which mean we kind of have very little control over what is delivered and the 
consistency of delivery’ (Participant 14).

Some staff commented on the attitude of officers who conveyed a punitive way of thinking. 
This punitive approach was sometimes reflected in removing time for the mother and child to 
connect, due to a behavioral infraction. During one interview, a staff member showed an aware-
ness of the trauma such actions may cause a woman and her child/ren and the need for officers 
to have alternative ways to manage challenging behavior. ‘It’s not just the prisoner that suffers 
from those kinds of punitive approaches, you know, supporting officers to understand that.’ 
(Participant 10). This staff member was aware of the impact this punitive approach may have on 
the children and thought it was unfair the child had to suffer because the mother had made a 
mistake and was promoting a trauma-informed, family-centred approach.

A few staff could not empathize with women about missing their child’s birthday, for example. 
The staff had witnessed that many women were released into the community and their return to 
prison, multiple times. ‘It’s like well, why did you do what you’ve just done anyway? If you hadn’t 
have done anyway, if you hadn’t of done what you did, you wouldn’t be here’ (Participant 9). This 
viewpoint oversimplifies the challenges women face after release and lacks understanding of the inter-
sectionality of their journeys that often lead to a return to prison. This attitude could limit the sup-
port that some staff can provide for women when they are experiencing distress, particularly whilst 
missing special moments in the lives of their child/ren and family. This attitude also shows the need 
for staff to understand the link between a woman’s psychosocial history and her criminal behavior.

A few staff mentioned the lack of opportunity for empowerment within the prison system, 
‘The system is really good at removing choices, removing the ability to be whoever they are, not 
empowering them to do much – so umm can we fix that?’ (Participant 12). One principle of a 
trauma-informed approach is empowerment. Attending a parenting program could provide 
women with some opportunities where they could experience empowerment by making decisions, 
reflecting on their strengths, and planning for the future. Many staff agreed the prison was not 
the right environment to delve deeply into resolving trauma and suggested a strengths-based 
approach that acknowledges the trauma that women have experienced and provides support to 
take steps toward a positive future.

I think often they can recognise that they don’t want to repeat what happened to them, but they don’t know 
how to materialise it. So, I think that will be what the program will be about, building the resilience in them 
because we can’t undo the sadness, but we can just acknowledge it and try and give them the skills to move 
forward with that sadness. (Participant 1)

If they touch on sensitive things the girls will get very upset and they are in a prison environment so that is 
one thing to be aware of, and if it brings up past trauma, it’s not a good environment to have a breakdown. 
(Participant 15)

Several staff members identified the importance of avoiding re-traumatizing the women, which 
aligns with a trauma-informed approach. Sustainability is a key component of successful pro-
gramming and was noted by the staff as a problem in the past. Identifying the challenges within 
the system collaboratively could help plan for a sustainable program in the future.

DISCUSSION

This study contributes to the limited evidence exploring the views and experiences of prison staff 
concerning women’s parenting education needs whilst incarcerated. This study confirmed that 
prison staff were supportive of implementing a parenting education program in the prison. Staff 
mostly agreed with suggestions the women had made about topics for inclusion in a parenting edu-
cation program, identifying some of the potential challenges that would need to be addressed. Some 
staff viewed the women as self-centered for wanting to send a photo of themselves to their children 
or learn about self-care. Most staff acknowledged the need for women to care for their health and 
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wellbeing to enable them to care for their children. Some staff suggested the focus should remain 
on parenting and other topics should be a smaller component, such as domestic violence, substance 
abuse and self-care, which the women had identified as requiring support to address. Nevertheless, 
the literature points to the need for parenting education to be multimodal, incorporating other 
needs and parenting (Armstrong et al., 2017). Most staff highlighted the importance of a strengths- 
based, trauma-informed approach where the intersectionality of the women is accommodated.

Interviewing the staff in the prison was important to contribute to the development of a 
parenting program. It is envisaged that gaining contribution from the staff promoted vested inter-
est and may contribute to sustainability of the program. Nevertheless, staff turnover is a chal-
lenge, as many of the staff interviewed have now moved roles or organizations. Allocating a 
program champion could assist in the maintenance and sustainability of the program (Durlak & 
DuPre, 2008). Sustainability will also require building community capacity and shared goals, and 
for the community to recognize positive outcomes from the intervention (Hacker et al., 2012).

Implications for Program Design

During interviews the staff outlined challenges women may experience in a learning environment 
and offered insight into ways to effectively communicate and establish trust and rapport. Staff 
agreed that a craft activity would be positive to incorporate in a parenting program. An earlier 
study reporting on interviews conducted with facilitators of prison parenting education found 
that craft activities were beneficial for participants, giving them time to discuss parenting in a 
relaxed way whilst providing an opportunity for praise, group cohesion and a sense of satisfaction 
(Fowler et al., 2018).

One staff member highlighted the concept of the ‘good enough’ mother, which was presented 
by Winnicott in the 1950s. The concept of not being a perfect parent is still valid today (Othman 
et al., 2022). However, providing clear guidance about what this means in practical terms would 
need to be addressed for women who have not experienced a nurturing childhood. An underpin-
ning message – that parents do not need to be perfect – can reduce feelings of guilt and negative 
emotion and present as a strengths-based approach.

Most staff interviewed were aware of the impact of trauma on the women and understood the 
importance of building trusting relationships. However, some staff were unable to consistently 
apply a trauma-informed understanding, as their responses showed a lack of empathy for women 
returning to prison multiple times, some unable to empathize with the women missing their chil-
dren. This undercurrent of punitive values shows the need to be selective about the staff who 
facilitate programs and may indicate a need for further staff training. Many staff responses 
showed an understanding about the trauma history or challenging childhoods the women experi-
enced and acknowledged that the prison environment was not the right place to delve deeply into 
trauma. Elements of a trauma-informed approach were discussed by the staff, including the 
importance of a strengths-based approach, addressing cultural differences, empowering women, 
and creating a safe learning environment with a non-judgmental approach.

The role of a parenting education facilitator would require an understanding of the trauma 
women often experience, and the application of a trauma-informed approach to education. 
Discussing parenting can be triggering for any parent but particularly for women who are sepa-
rated from their children. This situation creates a delicate balance between providing information 
relevant to the complexity of their lives, in a way that does not re-traumatize the women. Where 
possible, the program would need to center on the women’s strengths, include cultural safety and 
align with a trauma-informed, gendered approach as suggested by Bartels et al. (2020) and 
Kezelman and Stavropoulos (2020). The focus of parenting education would not include wrong-
doings of the past, but how to move forward in a positive direction. For an organization to be 
trauma-informed, the culture of all work practices and environments need to reflect a trauma- 
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informed approach (Jewkes et al., 2019). To achieve a trauma-informed organization it would be 
helpful to align with a rehabilitation model, rather than a punitive approach (Wright et al., 2012). 
The success of a trauma-informed approach in a prison environment is controversial as certain 
aspects of the system directly oppose this approach (Jewkes et al., 2019). However, with the rising 
rate of women experiencing incarceration (Walmsley, 2016), change is needed.

The staff agreed that Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander women would benefit from hav-
ing a designated group, facilitated by an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander woman. The 
presence of another Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander woman during education can have a 
significant impact on creating feelings of safety, confidence and reducing shame for Aboriginal 
peoples (Innovative Research Universities, 2011). The Australian Law Reform Council (ALRC) 
recommend Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples are involved in the development and 
facilitation of programs (ALRC (Australian Law Reform Commission),), 2018). It is important 
that the ALRC recommendations are transferred into practice to support Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait Islander women, who are now one of the fastest growing groups experiencing incar-
ceration (ABS (Australia Bureau of Statistics),), 2019). It is also important to aim for parenting 
education that is culturally appropriate and safe for participants and is included as part of an 
evaluation. In the past, attending to cultural differences has been highlighted as a missing compo-
nent of prison parenting education and evaluation (Brown & Bloom, 2009; Fowler et al., 2018; 
Henson, 2020).

Implementation

The interviews highlight the importance of having a skilled facilitator to conduct parenting educa-
tion in a prison setting, although staff were unsure who would be suitable and available for the 
role. Facilitators would need in-depth knowledge about current best practices for parenting. 
Parenting education programs conducted in prison settings in the past have mostly reported a 
co-facilitation model, with several programs employing psychologists for the role (Kamptner 
et al., 2017; Kennon et al., 2009; Miller et al., 2014; Scudder et al., 2014). One study reported co- 
facilitation with a psychologist and a woman experiencing incarceration, trained for the facilita-
tion role (Loper & Tuerk, 2011). A facilitation role for women residing in prison may have many 
benefits and for sustainability of a program, and ongoing funding can be an issue which was 
highlighted as a potential problem in this study. The staff communicated the importance of hav-
ing a facilitator who could relate to the women in prison and understand their complex needs. 
The facilitator would need to have the ability to quickly build trust and rapport, to engage with 
the women and encourage continued attendance. Many factors can influence attendance and hav-
ing a facilitator who acts as a role model and support person could have a significant impact on 
the women.

Program attrition has been reported as a problem in previous studies where prison parenting 
education has undergone evaluation and requires careful planning to retain participants (Loper & 
Tuerk, 2011; Miller et al., 2014; Perry, 2009). Program attrition can be affected by transfers within 
prison and women being released from prison due to short or remand sentencing (Miller et al., 
2014). A previously published study suggested individual modules could provide women with 
short sentences exposure to some education and provide a re-cap of information from the previ-
ous session to assist those who miss a session (Miller et al., 2014). Similar suggestions were made 
by the staff interviewed in this study. A connection with a community organization, where 
women can seek similar services in the community, may be more beneficial and has been identi-
fied as helpful in previous studies (Frye & Dawe, 2008; Shortt et al., 2014). An earlier study 
reported that a useful resource was the creation of written parenting information using simple 
language to supplement parenting education and address the needs of incarcerated parents 
(Miller et al., 2014).
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STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS

A strength of this study were the in-depth, honest, conversational style interviews which enabled 
the prison staff to share their knowledge and experience working with women in prison and par-
ticipate in the design of the parenting program. A cross section of staff from corrections and 
health were included in the study. Limitations of the study were that staff not interested in 
parenting education for women in prison were not captured. Presented are the views from a sam-
ple of staff from one prison, in Australia who were mostly women. The limited participant data 
collected in order to maintain anonymity may reduce the transferability of the findings to other 
settings.

The views of the staff and women reflect the need to provide the women with a chance to 
learn more about parenting as well as how to support their children in positive ways. 
Sustainability and acceptance of a parenting education program may be increased through engag-
ing the community with program development (Israel et al., 2005). However, bringing together 
the criminal justice system and parenting education may be problematic due to their conflicting 
foundations. As parenting education moves away from control and punishment toward teaching 
and understanding, in time it is possible the prison system could move in the same direction, 
founded on a trauma-informed approach. The staff in this study showed a willingness to move 
toward a trauma-informed approach for parenting programs, as many of the staff recognized the 
impact trauma has on the women and the benefit of supporting women to connect with their 
children and family.
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