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Time with dad is a priority on Father’s Day, but a recent study shows a
greater benefit: Fathers’ visits to incarcerated offenders might be more
important in the long run than those by moms.

Both moms and dads will be offered free bus rides to visit youths
incarcerated in two Ohio juvenile prisons on Saturday. Buses will leave on
Saturday from Akron and Cleveland for Circleville Juvenile Correctional
Facility and from Cincinnati and Dayton bound for the Cuyahoga Hills
Juvenile Correctional Facility. The trips will cost $18,640 and are funded
by a federal grant.

The first free bus rides, part of the agency’s Family Engagement Initiative,
took place before Mother’s Day and are being repeated on Saturday for
Father’s Day, said Kim Parsell, of the Ohio Department of Youth Services.
Other trips, including one departing from Columbus, are planned in July
and August.

Parsell said half the juveniles in state facilities receive no visits from
family or anyone else during the average sentence of one year behind
bars.

“We want to find a way to overcome those barriers that are preventing
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families from engaging with their youth,” she said. “Keeping the family
connected is critical.”

Neither youth services nor the adult prison system, the Ohio Department
of Rehabilitation and Correction, has formally studied the effect of family
visitation on recidivism — the rate at which offenders return to prison
within three years after being released.

But a study by the Minnesota Department of Corrections last fall looking
at the impact of visits on 16,420 inmates released between 2003 and 2007
found that inmates who had visitors were 15 to 29 percent less likely to
return to prison.

The Minnesota study concluded “visits from siblings, in-laws, fathers and
clergy were the most beneficial in reducing the risk of recidivism, whereas
visits from ex-spouses significantly increased the risk.”

Visits by mothers, spouses and children also had a positive influence. The
study did not fully explain the visitation variances.

Margaret diZerega, director of the Vera Institute of Justice, called Ohio’s
juvenile visitation efforts “a great step.”

Vera, a national organization that has worked with the youth agency for
the past two years, found that youth offenders who have more contacts
with family do better while incarcerated and thus are more likely to
succeed when they are released, she said.

Juvenile centers that are located too far away and the cost of
transportation are cited as reasons families don’t visit.

More information on the visitation program is available under the
“Family” tab on the Department of Youth Services website:
www.DYS.ohio.gov.
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