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Program Description  
The Family Reunification 
Program (FRP) was created in 
August 2000 to address 
children’s experiences of 
separation and abandonment 
due to parental incarceration 
and other traumatic life 
experiences. 
 
The program offers to children, 
their incarcerated parent and 
caregivers: 
·  Program orientations with 

all participants 
·  Child-parent prison 

visitation 
·  Support groups for children 

and incarcerated parents 
·  Gender specific programs 
·  Pre-release planning 
·  Community re-entry 

advocacy 
·  Assistance with individual 

and family counseling 
 
While providing opportunities 
for family reunification, FRP 
promotes the development of 
self-protective behaviors, long 
term family stability, and the 
safe reintegration of formerly 
incarcerated people into the 
community.  FRP also works 
with siblings and birth parents 
to address closure when  

The Family Reunification Program is a child welfare  program serving children of incarcerated 
parents and their families.  We are committed to ad dressing the trauma and loss children 
experience when they are separated from a parent by  providing advocacy, visitation, and 
therapeutic services and assisting systemic change.   
 

anticipating a child’s transition 
to an adoptive family. 
 
Program at Work  
FRP receives referrals initiated 
by the Bureau of Milwaukee 
Child Welfare (BMCW) Case 
Managers, WISER choice 
(FOREP), relatives, parents 
and community members.  We 
develop a plan with each 
family, to include a consistent 
visitation schedule.  
 
Orientation sessions with each 
child, caregiver and parent 
help to prepare everyone for 
visits and operate as an 
assessment of current family 
functioning.  Children’s support 
groups, after every visit, 
provide an important 
opportunity for children to be 
able to talk about their feelings 
and experiences. 
 
Support group sessions for 
children and parents focus on 
educational and therapeutic 
issues.  For parents, health, 
child development, mental 
health, and legal education are 
focus areas.  Among children, 
skills are taught to help them 
cope with disruptions in their 
lives, their feelings of anger 
and sadness along with many  

other common community and 
domestic issues.  Nurturing and 
parenting skills taught with 
parents are practiced during visits. 
 
Bonds Beyond Bars  
In 2004, the Wisconsin 
Department of Corrections, the 
Girl Scouts of Wisconsin 
Southeast and FRP worked 
together to develop Bonds 
Beyond Bars, based on a 
nationally implemented program, 
called Girl Scouts Beyond Bars.  
Bonds Beyond Bars brings 
together girls, ages five years 
through 17 years old, and their 
incarcerated mothers through 
scouting activities held at Robert 
E. Ellsworth Correctional Center, 
in Union Grove, Wisconsin.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Girls and their mothers meet 
monthly, eat lunch together, and 
participate in Girl Scout activities 
and ceremonies.  Girls may also 
participate in community events 
such as cookie sales and movies. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Enhanced Advocacy     

In, 2003 the Family 
Reunification Program began 
assisting incarcerated mothers 
with prerelease planning and 
community reentry, with the 
development of the Aftercare 
Demonstration Project.  This 
effort assisted mothers residing 
at Robert E. Ellsworth 
Correctional Center, and upon 
their release.  This 
collaboration involved the 
Bureau of Milwaukee Child 
Welfare, the Wisconsin 
Department of Corrections, 
Milwaukee Housing Authority, 
substance abuse treatment 
centers and employment 
agencies. 
 
The Aftercare Project model 
used the wraparound 
philosophy, with teams 
comprised of natural support 
(family, friends, church, etc.) 
and formal systems.  Each 
team developed a Single 
Coordinated Care Plan specific 
to the family’s needs, including 
mandated and voluntary goals.  
These community-based family 
transition teams met regularly 
to provide support to mothers 
with pre-release planning, 
community reintegration, family 
stability and reunification. 
 
The lessons of the Aftercare 
Project have been integrated 
into the Family Reunification 
Program’s Enhanced 
Advocacy, to address the multi-
dimensional needs 
incarcerated parents face as 
they re-enter their communities.  
By creating support systems to 
help parents cope with many  
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challenges, we can enhance 
community-based relationships 
while simultaneously 
decreasing systemic reliance.  
 
Program Outcomes 

·  Improved parent-child 
relationships as evidenced 
by greater contact and 
bonding 

·  Enhanced possibility of 
successful family 
reunification 

·  Greater involvement of 
incarcerated parent in child 
welfare planning 

·  Child’s development of 
coping skills to address 
trauma due to separation or 
other life experiences 

·  Development of prerelease 
plans to include efficient 
strategies for meeting 
individual and family needs 
and avoiding long-term 
systemic reliance 

 
 Families in Crisis….  

Children of prisoners can 
experience anger, alienation, 
hostility to authority, feelings of 
abandonment and overall 
dysfunction.  “Without the 
proper community support, 
children can suffer an array of 
behavioral problems which can 
lead to truancy, early 
pregnancy, drug abuse and 
juvenile delinquency”. 
      Osborne Association 
 
The typical offender comes 
from a single parent home in 
which other family members 
have been incarcerated.   K.    
      Gabel and D. Johnston,    
      Eds., Children of   
      Incarcerated Parents 
 

“Children of incarcerated 
parents are five to six times 
more likely than their peers to 
be incarcerated.” 
      Barbara Bloom, 1993  
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In 2002, FRP was awarded the 
Child Welfare League of 

America’s (CWLA) 
 Award for Community 

Collaboration with Children, 
Youth, and Families.  More 

recently, FRP has been 
recognized in a compendium 

of best practices published by 
the 

 Children’s Defense Fund. 
 

We are currently visiting…  
 

·  Taycheedah Correctional 
Institution 

·  Robert E. Ellsworth 
Correctional Center 

·  John Burke Correctional 
Center 

·  Milwaukee Women’s 
Correctional Center 

·  Racine Correctional Institution 

·  Southern Oaks Girls School 

·  Milwaukee County House of 
Correction 

·  Kettle Moraine Correctional 
Institution  

·  Racine Youthful Offender 
Correctional Facility 

·  Sturtevant Transitional 
Facility 

We welcome inquiries involving 
other correctional facilities. 


