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Grandparents Raising Grandchildren

     More and more grandparents are raising their grandchildren. This can be for a multitude of reasons, but the bottom line, is that their children are unable, or unavailable, to raise the children so the grandparents step into the role of raising a second family.
     Over 96,000 children in Arizona live in households headed by grandparents.  That’s seven percent of the state. This is an increase of 73.8 percent in ten years. There are another 36,720 children living in households headed by other relatives.  19 percent of these households live in poverty. (1)

     Nationally, one in 12 grandparents are learning to be parents all over again while facing the unique challenges of raising their grandchildren. They’ve put their plans on hold, and maybe given up on retirement all together.

     What do grandparents miss most after grandchildren come to live with them? They miss being a grandparent! Before, they were free to spoil their grandchildren. Now, they are the disciplinarians. It’s not as much fun and it is a lot of work.

     Parenting styles have changed and if the children have been through a trauma, that is certain to increase behavioral problems and add stress to the situation. 

     Touchstone Behavioral Health, with five offices throughout the state, provides services for these children and support groups for the grandparents.

     The Wooden family of Glendale, AZ.  took in their two grandchildren after they had been bounced from foster home to foster home. CPS had taken the children from their 25-year-old mother due to neglect. Because they had been in foster care for 2-1/2 years the courts were going to place them up for adoption.

     “We just kept hoping our daughter would straighten out but that didn’t happen and we had to take over,” Angela Wooden said.

     The family is going through the adoption process to have legal custody of the children. Now in their mid ‘50’s, Angela and her husband Lynn have put their retirement plans on hold to raise a 7-year-old granddaughter and a 5-year-old grandson.

     Even for grandparents, the adoption process in Arizona is arduous. There are background checks, fingerprinting, drug tests, home visits and studies and a mountain of paperwork.  All of this while adapting to an entirely new lifestyle.

     “It’s been tough,” Angela said. “You can’t go out with your friends because you’re tied down. Their kids are grown and now they are free. We’ve lost our freedom.” 

     Angela was forced to give up her full-time job to take care of the children, the numerous doctor and therapist visits.  The granddaughter is doing well but problems continue with the grandson.  Because he was taken out of safe, loving environments and displaced so many times, it is difficult for him to attach to anyone. When he goes to preschool, he worries if anyone is coming back for him.

     But the Wooden’s are extremely committed to making the family work.  They have received therapy services from Touchstone Behavioral Health Services and Christian Family Services in Phoenix. While the financial burden has increased with the loss of Angela’s job and the increased expenses of childrearing, they are remodeling their home to better accommodate the children with new bedrooms and the backyard has been made into a playground.

     “I guess I’ll have to put my Harley on blocks for awhile,” Lynn said.

     Two employees at Touchstone Behavioral Health, with three offices in the Phoenix metro area and one each in Tucson and Flagstaff, AZ. can relate to their clients because they are in the same situation, grandparents who are raising their grandchildren.

     One, Gretchen Barber-Lindstrom of Goodyear, is in the sandwich generation.   She’s not only raising a 10-year-old grandson, her 95-year-old mother also lives with her and her husband.

     Gretchen said, “You move over and make space in your life but I realize what I give up to do that.  My friends aren’t raising grandchildren.”

     Gretchen has had guardianship of her grandson since he was 4 and he has lived with her all of his life. 

     She said, “His mother was unable to commit to him. She chose a boyfriend over him and it became apparent to us he was in a dangerous, abusive situation so we interceded.”

     The boy is extremely bright and the youngest in his class. However, this creates problems. He is defiant and on an emotional rollercoaster.  In December his mother paid a surprise visit and this sent him downhill.  She lives in California and he wonders why she cares for his brother and sister but not for him.

     In addition to the financial drain of feeding and clothing a growing boy, there is the social impact for both parties.

     “We went to a friend’s house Sunday for brunch but there were no kids for him to play with.”

     Julia Knickerbocker of Phoenix, processes client intakes at Touchstone Behavioral Health. She is another one of the grandparents raising grandchildren.  She’s able to share her stress and problems with Gretchen and other therapists at the office.

     Julia, age 52,  has raised two of her own children and four step children. Now, she has guardianship of a 4-year-old girl and her 17-year-old daughter is pregnant and remains at home.

     The 4-year-old’s mother was 19 at the time of her birth. She’d been a drug user, was immature and not ready to take care of a baby.  Julia obtained guardianship when the baby was six-months-old.

     A caregiver most of her life, Julia took care of her ailing mother and husband before they passed away.  But suddenly she was a single mom with a child to raise and very little income. Her skills were outdated, she didn’t know how to find a reputable daycare center and the problems seemed overwhelming. However, a social worker guided her, she obtained a scholarship and was able to go to school and upgrade her skills. She has been working at Touchstone for over a year.

     “I’m lucky to work here,” Julia said. They are a great employer.  When I need to take Katy to the doctor, they are very understanding about my work hours.”

     While Katy calls Julia Mom, she does get confused when her birthmother arrives with her other daughter.  Katy would be happy if everyone lived in one house.

     How does Julia handle it all?

     “As I’ve gotten older, my priorities have changed.  My granddaughter takes priority over getting the house cleaned. I don’t worry about the small stuff,” she said.

     Her advice to other grandparents raising grandchildren:  “Get a support system. You need a break, some alone time. My sister does not have any grandchildren so I share mine with her. Take them to visit the elderly. It’s good for both of them.”

     Katy helped fill the gap when Julia’s husband and mother died. 

     “She was a reason to do things. I had to keep going, absolutely had to. She was a positive influence. I would have gotten very depressed and unmotivated otherwise.

     I don’t know why these things happen. But later is seems ‘meant to be’”.

     Resources for Grandparents Raising Grandchildren:  

· Project Grand Care, Patricia Dominquez program coordinator, 602-274-5022.

· AARP.org.

· Glendale Family Development Center  623-934-7001

· Grandparents United

· Touchstone Behavioral Health www.touchstonebh.org

(1) U.S. Census Bureau 2000

