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Young students participate in pilot program that addresses incarceration issues 

Fredericksburg, Va. –  FailSafe-ERA President and CEO Juanita Shanks recently completed a 

four-week pilot program at a local elementary school, in which children were guided, coached 

and counseled to help them identify and cope with the many issues that surround young 

children who are affected by incarceration.   

The group of Riverview Elementary School (Spotsylvania, Va.) students, who met during the 

recess hours during school hours, consisted of nine boys and one girl. During the program, the 

students participated in many group exercises that helped them better understand that they do 

not have to endure pain, fear, loneliness and anxiety alone. Some of the exercises included 

letter writing to their loved ones, identifying their own personal strengths and weaknesses, 

understanding their innermost feelings, and most importantly – how to build on each other’s 

strengths within their own unique support group.  

“There was a lot of anxiety in the group at first, so each of the children received a stress ball, 

something to hold onto, to squeeze, to relieve stress when times are tough,” said Shanks, who 

cited several other “anchors” the children were taught they could always fall back on in difficult 

times, including prayer, each other, and letter writing.  

The program also helped the children build confidence, self-esteem and understand that even 

thought their parents had made bad decisions along the way, it’s was not their fault that their 

loved ones are serving time, and they do not have to go in that direction themselves,” said 

Shanks. “Through all of it – we brought smiles to their faces. The kids absolutely loved the 

program.” 

“We showed the students how to rely on each other in times of sorrow or joy, and how to include 

care, love and support in their letters to Mom and Dad, and of course how to be strong,” said 

Shanks, who added, “I am glad they were there to talk about how they felt with others who are 

just like them. That alone helped make each of them feel special, brave and confident.”  

A final report on the pilot program is currently being developed and will be presented to the 

FailSafe-ERA board of directors at their next meeting.  
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