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A free guide from My Fairy GodParents — for youth impacted by parental incarceration,
justice-impacted youth, and the caregivers and families who support them.
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Print, write on it, and share it with the people helping your family.
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What supervision terms generally mean and why the differences matter to a family's planning.

THE DIFFERENCE THIS MAKES

Parole, probation, and reentry get used as if they mean the same thing, and to a family waiting for a call or
planning a homecoming, the difference can feel abstract right up until it determines whether a visit, a phone
call, or a move to a new address is allowed. These are supervision terms, and each one describes a different
legal relationship with the system.

Families plan around these terms constantly — where someone can live after release, whether they can
travel to a family event, whether contact with a caregiver's household is permitted. Getting the term right
does not change the rules, but it does change whether you are asking the right agency the right question.

As with every legal term in this topic, this is general education, not a description of any individual's
conditions. Supervision conditions are set case by case, and the supervising agency, probation or parole
officer, or attorney of record is the only accurate source for what applies to a specific person.

PROBATION

Probation generally refers to court-ordered supervision that takes the place of some or all incarceration, or
that follows a shorter jail term. A person on probation lives in the community under conditions set by the
court, monitored by a probation officer, rather than serving that time in custody.

Conditions commonly include reporting to a probation officer, restrictions on travel, drug testing, fines or
fees, community service, and sometimes limits on contact with certain people. Violating conditions can result
in additional penalties, including incarceration, decided by the court that imposed probation.

Because probation is ordered by a court, questions about a specific person's conditions are best directed to
the probation department listed on the court paperwork, or to the attorney who handled the case.

PAROLE

Parole generally refers to supervised release granted before the end of a prison sentence, decided by a
parole board or similar authority rather than by the sentencing court. It allows someone to serve the
remainder of their sentence in the community under supervision instead of behind bars.
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Parole conditions are set by the paroling authority and commonly include a supervising parole officer, an
approved residence, restrictions on travel outside a defined area without permission, employment
requirements, and check-ins. These can be more restrictive early in the parole period and ease over time,
depending on the state and the case.

Parole and probation are administered by different bodies even in the same state, so the correct contact for
questions is whichever agency issued the specific conditions — the parole office named in the release
paperwork, not a general assumption based on the word used casually.

REENTRY

Reentry is a broader, less formal term describing the entire process of returning to the community after
incarceration — housing, employment, identification documents, healthcare, family reunification, and
rebuilding routines. It is not a single legal status; it is the practical and personal transition that often happens
alongside probation or parole supervision, but is not the supervision itself.

Reentry programs, offered by nonprofits, reentry councils, and some correctional systems, provide help with
the practical side: job placement, housing referrals, identification, and sometimes family support. These
programs are generally separate from the supervising officer, though a good reentry program will coordinate
with supervision requirements rather than conflict with them.

Families often do the most useful reentry planning in this category — sorting out where someone will live,
what documents they will need, and how family visits or check-ins will work — because it is the area with the
most room for the family to actively prepare rather than simply comply with conditions set by others.

WHY THE DIFFERENCE MATTERS FOR PLANNING

If your family is planning around someone's release, the first fact to nail down is whether they will be under
parole, probation, both at different times, or neither, because that determines who has authority over
decisions like where they can live and travel. Guessing wrong wastes time contacting the wrong office.

Approved residence requirements are a common friction point: many parole and some probation
arrangements require the address to be approved in advance, which means a caregiver's home may need to
be reviewed and approved before someone can move in, not after. Ask about this early, not the week of
release.

Contact conditions can also restrict who a released person may have contact with, which occasionally
includes household members, particularly in cases involving co-defendants or protective orders. This is a
question for the supervising officer or attorney, never an assumption based on family relationship alone.

ASKING THE WRONG OFFICE FIRST

A family preparing for a father's release kept calling the county probation department to ask about his
approved address, because "probation" was the word they had always used for anyone under supervision.
Weeks went by with no answers, because he was actually being released on parole, supervised by the state
parole division, an entirely different agency.
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Once his attorney clarified that his release was parole, not probation, the family called the correct parole
office and learned the residence approval process had a two-week minimum lead time before release —
time they had already lost.

The residence was approved just before his release date, later than the family would have liked. They now
keep a note in his file: "parole, not probation," and the correct office's phone number, so the next question
goes to the right place immediately.

WORDS YOU CAN USE

Confirming which type of supervision applies

Ask the attorney of record or the facility's records office.

“I want to make sure I'm contacting the right agency. Is [name]'s upcoming release under parole, probation, or

something else, and which office should our family be in contact with about conditions like residence approval?”

Asking about home approval as a caregiver

Call the supervising office identified above.

“I may be the approved residence for [name] after release. Can you tell me what your process is for approving a

home, how far in advance I should start it, and what information or documents you'll need from me?”

Asking about contact conditions before assuming they're fine

“I want to confirm before making plans: are there any restrictions on contact between [name] and members of

our household, or on travel to family events, as part of the current supervision conditions?”

GET THE SUPERVISION TERMS RIGHT

Confirm in writing whether the release will be under parole, probation, both, or neither.

Identify the specific supervising agency and officer, by name if possible.

Ask about approved residence requirements and their timeline well before release.

Ask whether there are any restrictions on contact with household members.

Ask about travel restrictions before planning any family trip or event.

Separate the practical reentry planning — housing, ID, employment — from the supervision conditions

themselves.

Look for a local reentry program to help with the practical side.

Keep the supervising office's name and phone number in your paperwork folder.
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REFLECT AND WRITE

Do I know for certain whether the situation I'm planning around is parole, probation, or something else?

Have I confirmed the exact supervising office, rather than guessing based on the word I've always used?

What reentry task — housing, documents, employment — is ours to prepare, separate from supervision

conditions?

What is the one question I need to ask the supervising officer before I make any firm family plans?

YOUR NEXT STEP

Write down one question about conditions to ask the supervising agency or attorney.

WHERE THIS COMES FROM

Written by My Fairy GodParents — reviewed August 2026.

This is general information and practice guidance — not legal advice, mental-health treatment, or a statement of any

court, agency, or facility's rules. Policies differ by state, county, facility, school, and program, so always confirm details

with the office involved.

For decisions with legal, medical, financial, or clinical consequences, work with a licensed professional or the

organizations listed with each resource.

The information provided through The #FKLM Family Blueprint is for general educational purposes and is not legal

advice. Laws and policies differ by jurisdiction and may change. Families needing advice about their individual

circumstances should consult an appropriately qualified attorney or legal-services organization.
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You do not have to do this alone.

More free guides, scripts, and checklists:

myfairygodparents.org/resources/family-blueprint
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