
	

1	
	

michael	trout,	director	
the	infant-parent	institute,	inc.	

2808	east	concord	road,	urbana,	Illinois,	USA	61802	
mtrout@infant-parent.com	–	www.infant-parent.com	

	

QUESTIONS	FOR	CONVERSATION	

“They Took My Parent Away:  Little Ones Affected by Incarceration Speak”  

The	following	are	questions	that	might	help	facilitate	group	conversation,	as	part	of	the	
viewing	of	“They	Took	My	Parent	Away:		Little	Ones	Affected	by	Incarceration	Speak”.		It	is	
important	that	the	facilitator	not	take	on	the	burden	of	convincing	anyone	about	anything	in	
the	discussion,	but	only	to	openly	hear	all	perspectives.		The	goal	is	not	to	teach	a	lesson.		The	
goal	is	to	see	what	the	group	can	learn,	together,	about	how	prenates	and	babies	and	very	
young	children	experience	their	world,	when	bad	things	happen.		

The introduction to the film contained in the booklet that accompanies the DVD might be 
helpful to review, especially if the booklet is not readily available: 

Since the second World War, we have understood that infants and toddlers manifest profound 
affective, developmental and behavioral responses to the loss of a parent. In more recent 
years, we have seen that such loss may provoke neurological changes that are lasting, and 
show up in classroom behavior, relationships, decision-making and personality many years 
later—even when the loss occurred at a profoundly early age.  Curiously, we have attended 
very little to the implications of this research relative to loss due to parental incarceration.  A 
number of articles and a smaller number of books have tried to document what incarceration 
means to school-age children, but there have been virtually no reports on the meaning of such 
loss (and subsequent chaos) to infants and toddlers, much less to prenates.   

This film is based on the well-researched notion that the inner life of the very young child is 
exceedingly active, in the service of the child’s natural adaptive propensity to survive.  The 
internal narrative of the young child who experiences loss is often incoherent, leading to ideas 
about the self and the self-in-the-world that may not seem rational to adults, but which 
represent the best shot of the baby, or toddler, or prenate to make sense of what is happening.  
These internal representations may or may not last, depending on what happens next, and 
may or may not lead to problem behaviors.  But the feelings don’t go away, even when the 
incarcerated parent is barely known to the child.  

Please don’t mistake the contents of this film as political statements.  They are not.  That’s not 
my area. No position on incarceration, or on criminal justice policy, is taken or implied.  My 
purpose is merely to provoke conversation and consideration about what happens to those left 
behind, with respect to both life circumstances and internal emotional life.  And it is to throw 
light into the dark corner where those left behind often find themselves. No matter how angry  
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we are at those who commit crime, we must still face the fact that our efforts to punish, isolate, 
or rehabilitate them do not happen in a vacuum; the little ones at home (whatever “home” 
then means) are watching, listening, responding.  We’ll hear from these little ones again.  My 
hope is that we might decide to hear them now.                                                    
 

Michael	Trout	-	Urbana,	Illinois	-	December,	2016			
	

It	might	also	be	helpful	for	the	group	to	read	together,	once	more,	the	words	of	orientation	at	
the	beginning	of	the	video:	

Is it possible to “hear” the voices of children who are too young to speak, or  
whose perspectives are different from our own, or whose confusion or immaturity  
make their narratives seem irrational or odd to us?  Is it worth our trying? 

You are about to meet five pre-schoolers who lost at least one parent to  
incarceration.  Our job is only to listen to each one; to enter each child’s  
world with empathy, while resisting the urge to fix it; and to be compassionate  
and curious about what it might be like to occupy the worlds in which these five  
little ones live.  

Our	experience,	so	far,	suggests	that:	
• Group	conversation	deteriorates	when	the	focus	is	allowed	to	move	away	from	

thoughtful	and	empathic	appreciation	of	the	child’s	internal	dilemmas	and	gets	stuck	
in	political	or	policy	arguments.		While	those	are	entirely	worthy	topics,	they	distract	
us	from	the	purpose	of	this	film.	Once	the	group	is	encouraged	to	focus	deeply	on	the	
central	issues—the	array	of	experiences	of	very	young	children,	often	those	without	a	
previous	opportunity	to	“speak”—groups	are	certainly	free	to	launch	into	broader	
conversations	about	children,	judicial	and	child	welfare	policy,	etc.						

• Showing	of	the	film	in	its	entirety,	without	breaks,	can	easily	overwhelm	an	audience,	
resulting	in	arousal	of	defenses,	shutdown	of	responses,	and	limited	(even	eerily	
bland)	discussion.		We	propose	that	you	consider	the	method	used	at	the	inaugural	
showing	in	New	Zealand	at	the	conference	of	the	International	Coalition	for	Children	
of	Incarcerated	Parents	(spring,	2017),	which	attracted	an	incredibly	diverse	audience,	
both	culturally	and	experientially,	from	around	the	world.		There	we	showed	one	child	
(of	the	total	of	5)	at	a	time,	pausing	for	5	minutes	or	so	between	each	child	to	allow	
for	the	expression	of	responses.		This	proved	magical,	resulting	in	a	rich	conversation	
(both	affectively	and	intellectually),	and	deep	appreciation	for	the	nuance	of	each	
young	child’s	experience	of	losing	a	parent	to	incarceration.			
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DISCUSSION	QUESTIONS	
	

I. In	the	opening	sequence,	we	are	asked	whether	it’s	possible	to	“hear”	the	voices	of	
children	who	are	too	young	to	speak,	or	whose	perspectives	as	babies	and	young	
children	are	so	different	from	ours,	or	whose	confusion	or	immaturity	make	their	
narratives	seem	irrational.		

• Is	it	possible	to	hear	such	voices?	
• Could	you	“hear”	these	voices?	
• Was	it	worth	trying?	
	

	

II. Could	you	stand	to	listen	while	being	unable	to	do	anything	about	the	circumstances	
of	these	kids?	

	

	

III. Did	you	find	yourself	mad	at	anyone?	
• The	incarcerated	parent?	
• The	other	parent	(if	there	was	one)?	
• The	“system”?	
• Someone	else?	

	

IV. Do	you	actually	think	it’s	possible	for	such	little	children	to	have	reactions,	thoughts,	
and	feelings,	even	when	they	are	too	young	to	speak	of	them?	

	

V. Do	you	actually	think	it’s	possible	for	children	so	young	to	have	memory	of	early	
events	in	their	lives,	such	as	the	incarceration	of	a	parent?	
	

		

VI. Was	there	one	particular	child	whose	story	grabbed	your	interest?		What	was	it	about	
that	child,	or	that	child’s	story,	that	meant	something	to	you?	

			

VII. Do	you	have	a	sense	of	what	the	future	will	bring	for	any	of	these	children?	
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VIII. Did	you	find	yourself	wanting	to	say	something	back	to	one	of	these	children?	

	

IX. Why	was	a	family	picture	such	a	big	deal,	for	Kaiser?	

	

X. After	listening	to	Aveline,	what	are	your	thoughts	about	children	being	born	in	prison,	
or	staying	there	with	their	mothers?	

	

XI. Why	is	Maddie	mixed	up	about	where	her	mother	has	been	all	this	time?		Why	can’t	
she	be	more	accepting	when	her	mom	returns,	to	resume	her	mothering?	
	

	
XII. Why	is	Taj	confused	about	his	parents	being	locked	up	in	boxes?		Why	does	his	sister	

play	this	game	(shutting	Taj	up	in	a	closet)?	

	

XIII. Does	it	make	any	sense	that	Zane	thinks	about	a	dad	he’s	never	met?		Why	is	he	so	
troubled	about	being	a	“good	boy”,	and	being	careful	to	never	say	“no”?		What	will	
this	mean	for	the	sort	of	older	child	and	grownup	he	will	become?	
	
	

XIV. The	opening	includes	mention	of	the	fact	that	30%-50%	of	children	with	incarcerated	
parents	will	someday	be	incarcerated.		Does	this	mean	that	parental	incarceration	
causes	eventual	incarceration	of	children?	Do	you	think	such	a	link	is	inevitable?								
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