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Praise for Grandfamilies


“Grandfamilies is a moving, compassionate, and indispensable read, both a tribute to the strength of carers and the children they’ve raised and a call to action for policymakers to support grandfamilies with the resources they need and deserve.”

—Debra Whitman, PhD, author of The Second Fifty

“Donna Butts has painted a picture of resilience, fortitude, and hope. Grandfamilies inspires action to ensure that all children have the nurturing care they deserve by supporting all families, reinforcing caring communities, and providing public policies that recognize that caring for each other is a collective responsibility.”

—Joan Lombardi, PhD, senior scholar and adjunct professor at the Thrive Center for Children, Families, and Communities and author of Time to Care: Redesigning Child Care to Promote Education, Support Families, and Build Communities

“This is a book that has readable and understandable strategies, information, solutions, and insights that are useful to members of kinship, grandfamilies, service providers, and policymakers. In one book, the author has consolidated the lived experiences from caregivers, the grandfamily triad, and extended family, as well as current knowledge and research from experts in the field. A must-read.”

—Dr. Joseph Crumbley, LCSW, global kinship care expert and author of Relatives Raising Children: An Overview of Kinship Care 

“Saving a child is the work of angels. This book is full of souls being saved—children and grandparents. Donna Butts writes of her angel’s hand lifting up souls and lifting every reader.”

—Juan Williams, journalist and New York Times best-selling author of New Prize for These Eyes

“Grandfamilies lifts up the voices of grandparents and kin caregivers who step in with courage and love when children need them most. Their stories remind us what is possible when we choose to invest in families instead of leaving them to navigate alone. This book is both a powerful testament and a call to action for anyone who believes we must do better by caregivers and the children whose futures depend on them.”

—Ramsey Alwin, President and CEO, National Council on Aging

“Donna’s passionate call to action for grandfamilies simultaneously recounts the journeys of relative caregivers and of those advocating for them. While celebrating the considerable progress made, it also highlights the work that remains in reforming a social safety net that largely ignores or erects hurdles for grandfamilies to access support.”

—Rob Geen, child welfare expert and editor of Kinship Care: Making the Most of a Valuable Resource

“Donna Butts is America’s leading voice on the power of intergenerational connection and collaboration. In this wise, compelling, and beautifully written book, she draws on decades of insight and experience to bring to life the role grandfamilies are playing in the lives of children, older people, and the communities they are helping to heal and hold together. Grandfamilies is essential reading for anyone interested in the changing shape of our social fabric, and the promise of our multigenerational future.”

—Marc Freedman, founder and co-CEO of CoGenerate and author of How to Live Forever
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In loving memory of two tenacious, compassionate advocates: MaryLee Allen, whose passion for children led to meaningful child welfare reform, and Janet Sainer, who pioneered services for older adults that we take for granted today. Their work brought grandfamilies to the forefront, demonstrating how the bookend generations—our young and old—hold our civil society together. They furthered our understanding that children don’t grow up in isolated pods and that older adults are as likely to be the givers of care as they are the receivers of it.

To Mary Ingraham, my aunt, who showed me how to live with an exclamation point and taught me the joy of family love and acceptance. She’s a beacon of wisdom and beauty like no other.

And to the grandfamilies, whose societal contributions are as important as they are immeasurable.
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GRAND Voices on Capitol Hill. Left to right: Annie Otto, Jan Wagner, Bob Ruble, Mercedes Bristol, Gail Engel, Sarah Smalls, Robert Brown (2017). Photo credit: Generations United.





Grandma’s hands

Picked me up each time I fell

Grandma’s hands

Boy, they really came in handy

But I don’t have Grandma anymore

If I get to heaven I’ll look for

Grandma’s hands

—Bill Withers, “Grandma’s Hands”
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FOREWORD:


“Big Mama Shaped My Views About Money and Life.”

by Michelle Singletary

People are often surprised when I tell them that the best financial education I ever received came from a woman who never earned more than $13,000 a year. She had no college degree, refused to invest—even in certificates of deposit—and didn’t trust banks unless they were local and the tellers knew her by name. But my maternal grandmother, Marie Kelly—Big Mama to all of us—was the most disciplined, resourceful, and wise money manager I’ve ever known.

Big Mama didn’t just raise me; she rescued me. She took in my four siblings and me when our parents could no longer care for us. Five children, all under eight, were left alone in a house without food. One day, the situation became too dangerous, and Big Mama stepped in. She brought us to her modest row house in West Baltimore and, in doing so, spared us the uncertainty of the foster care system.

Big Mama raised five of us grandkids on her small salary, a feat that still amazes me. She didn’t get paid to raise us. She didn’t receive any financial assistance, not because we didn’t qualify but because she was too proud and too disillusioned by the child welfare system.

My grandmother symbolizes all the other grandparents who have sacrificed to provide a safe haven for their children’s children.

Of course, my life story is unique to me, yet it is similar to that of the thousands of children who have been or currently are in the care of grandparents, aunts, uncles, adult siblings, or family friends.

I am part of a community of children who have been abandoned or removed from parents who are incapable of raising us.

I stand as proof of what’s possible when people, connected by blood or by love, selflessly embrace the role of a parent.

One of the most influential caregivers in my life was my grandmother, Big Mama. She wasn’t just a substitute parent; she was a powerful presence. Although life with her wasn’t always easy, it was transformative. I am successful because of her sacrifices.

What I recall most was how my grandmother managed her money.

Big Mama was so tight with money that I swore I could hear Lincoln scream when she held a penny. I’ll be honest: There were many times I questioned why God would place me in a house with a woman who was a cross between a Marine Corps drill sergeant and a guardian angel. The combination would have me praising God one day and swearing the next.

Ultimately, I realized I was meant to grow up with Big Mama. She was the savior I needed.

Big Mama inspired my financial column, “The Color of Money.” Everything I know about money began with watching her stretch a modest paycheck into a life of financial stability, where every bill was not just paid on time but early. She saved because she understood that you are always one emergency away from disaster without a safety net.

She never apologized for what she couldn’t provide us because she offered something more valuable: a stable life. Her financial choices weren’t driven by a fear of missing out or a desire to impress; they stemmed from discipline and a strong commitment to living within her means.

People sometimes tell me I’m too strict regarding my views on money. I counter that I’m Big Mama’s granddaughter.

Big Mama hated debt because she understood all too well what it could do to a person without generational wealth to rely on. She knew that one misstep—one unexpected medical bill, one job loss—could unravel everything. So, she avoided debt like the plague. She saved a portion of every paycheck and taught me to do the same.

Her fear of financial risk wasn’t irrational but based on history. As a descendant of enslaved individuals, she understood how tenuous her grip on bare subsistence could be.

One of the most painful examples of that fear arose when I applied for college financial aid. I brought home a form for Big Mama to sign so I could qualify for the federal government’s Pell Grant, which was awarded to low-income students. She refused to sign the form. She was terrified that the government would somehow take her house. At the time, I was devastated. I didn’t understand; I just wanted to go to college. But looking back, I see how deeply rooted that fear was. The house wasn’t just shelter; it was part of her retirement safety net and legacy.

Thankfully, I received a full academic scholarship to the University of Maryland, College Park, so she didn’t have to fill out that financial aid form.

Despite her fear, Big Mama had incredible financial wisdom. Because of her, I have always had several dedicated savings accounts.

“Every penny ought to have a purpose,” she would say.

Many of the columns I write or workshops I’ve led on budgeting, saving, or avoiding debt can be traced back to my grandmother’s lessons on managing money.

I now realize that what she provided was more than just financial advice. She used her money lessons to teach me resilience and resourcefulness.

I’m honored to serve on the board of Generations United and be part of a mission that emphasizes the needs of many grandparents, many of whom are retired or nearing retirement, who suddenly find themselves raising children again. They do so out of love. However, love alone doesn’t cover the costs of diapers, school supplies, or college tuition. These families need support, not just financial but also emotional, legal, and logistical.

Generations United provides advocacy and resources to ensure these families are not overlooked.

I know what it means to be a child in a kinship household, and this motivates me to carry that legacy forward.

Big Mama didn’t live long enough to see me become a personal finance columnist. But whenever someone writes to say, “Your column changed the way I handle my money,” I know who deserves the credit.

Like many other grandparents, Big Mama gave me more than just a roof over my head; she gave me a solid foundation.

I am grateful to her and for Generations United and its mission of supporting grandparents who, for various reasons, have become anchors in their grandchildren’s lives while shaping who they will ultimately become.






“I Vote!” GRAND Voice: Adrian Charniak


My grandson Joey came into our lives on June 11, 1998, and there weren’t many easy days at first. The Illinois Department of Children and Family Services was involved from the beginning. His mother abused drugs; he was born with cocaine in his system. Because of my son’s chronic illness, my husband and I were told that we’d be able to take the child. But when the time came, Joey was given to his mother.

They had an apartment down the block, and she would come and go. At one point, she packed her stuff and took Joey with her. From October to February. I sat back, praying that we’d find them.

Eventually, she and my son divorced, and my husband and I got court orders to get Joey back. We brought the papers to his other grandmother’s house, where he and his mother were supposed to be—but they weren’t. Eventually the police called and said that they saw his mother in Stickney, two towns over from us, putting Joey in the car.

My brother and his girlfriend, Shirley, went over with the police department to get him. When they came back, Shirley had Joey under her coat. It was the dead of winter, and he had no jacket on—just a onesie and a soaked diaper.

After my son died and Joey was going on eleven, his mother tried to get him back again. The court told us that she had to have visitation rights.

Thank God we had the love and the strength from each other to carry us through this. And hundreds of police reports—hundreds. The police department knew us already; it was terrible. And plus, Ron and I had to give Joey’s mother support, seventy dollars a week.

After one visit, Joey came home and said, “I can’t go back there again. The word ‘A-S-S’ is spray-painted on the front room wall.” If he lived there, he would have to sleep in the basement, he said. “The toilets were out in the open, with no doors, no nothing. I can’t go there.”

He had two friends who lived behind us, Packy and Patrick, and their parents were with us 100 percent. There was a crawl space in their house, and the kids put a cot in there, blankets and water, a cooler, candy, chips, cookies—you name it. If Joey had to go with his mother, he was to run over to Packy’s house, go into the crawl space, and the kids would cover it up with their door so they couldn’t find him.

I worked for an orthodontist for thirty-seven years, and he was very supportive. One of our patients was a judge, and when she came into the office one day, my boss said, “Go and tell her what’s going on.”

I said, “No, I can’t do that. I don’t think it’s right.”

He said, “Adrian, you want something done? You go talk to her.”

I told her we were before a judge who kept giving Joey’s mother more visitation. We went back seven times, but the judge was not listening. Well, the judge who was our patient said, “Adrian, I think you’ve got the backbone and the balls to do this.”

I asked, “What’s that?”

She said, “You’re going to tell him you’re a United States citizen, you vote. And his name’s on the ballot.”

We went back to court with our big stack of papers, but he was still not listening. I put my hand up, and Ron goes, “Adrian, we’re going to get thrown out.”

I said, “That’s okay, because then I’ll go out screaming and run, and then somebody will hear me.”

“Excuse me, sir,” I said to the judge.

“What?” the judge asked.

I said, “I’m a United States citizen. I vote. Your name’s on the ballot.” I just blurted it out. I could feel our patient holding me there and telling me, “This is what you need to say.”

The judge pushed back his chair, put his hands on his head, and said, “Gram, tell me everything.”

“Well, there were the times when Joey brought live bullets home,” I began. I showed him all the documents, everything.

He looked at them, and he said, “No visitation, unless Grandma and Grandpa say it’s okay.”

Thank you, God, I thought. It was a nightmare, but we survived.

I think everything that has happened has given us more strength to fight. I tell other grandparents: Hey, you know, if we did it, you can do it too.

Don’t let it get you down, I tell them. Whatever baloney is being dished out to you, you’re going to get the strength to get that steak eventually.






INTRODUCTION: You Don’t Age Out of a Family


I don’t have children or grandchildren. No one in my immediate family has had to raise a grandchild, niece, or nephew. I wasn’t aware of the needs of grandfamilies, as we call them—families like Adrian Charniak’s—until, in 1997, I joined a tiny new nonprofit called Generations United.

In the many years since then, I’ve come face-to-face with thousands of families in which a grandparent or another close relative or family friend has said yes to caring for a child.

I was not unique in my lack of awareness. At the time, many of the other advocates, researchers, and professionals who’ve since worked diligently to build awareness and change policy and public perceptions about the families didn’t have a personal tie to the issue. But as one colleague said, “You meet them, and they find their way into your heart.”

I first heard Adrian’s story when she spoke at an event at the National Press Club in Washington, DC, which was designed to bring attention to grandfamilies’ experiences. The diminutive, gray-haired Czechoslovakian from the Chicago suburbs was shy—not used to being in front of people unless she was singing in her church choir. I watched as she took a deep breath and quietly told the crowd her story.

Adrian ended with an illustration that inspires me to this day. She said that while most of her friends boasted about golfing or planning cruises to exotic places, she cruised too—to carpool lines, skateboard parks, and pediatrician appointments. She arranged her life around the needs and schedule of her grandson, Joey.

Adrian became Joey’s primary caregiver when she was in her mid-fifties and supporting an ailing husband and aging mother. Raising her grandson without a formalized relationship such as adoption, legal custody, or guardianship, she had to fight for the recognition, resources, and services Joey needed. Fight she did, appearing in court 127 times, racking up more than $100,000 in legal fees, and exhausting her pension.

“You did it, Gram,” said one of the sheriff’s deputies in the back of the courtroom, as she and Joey walked out for the last time. “You did it.”

Adrian Charniak’s Family

[image: ]
Today, in the United States, more than 2.4 million children live in grandfamilies like Adrian’s.1 Until recently, their experiences have been all but invisible. If they were in the public eye, they were portrayed as “broken,” perpetuating intergenerational cycles of poverty and raising children only for the money provided by the state or federal government to do so.

Often, that is the starting point: a loss, a lack.

This is not that story.

In all the time that I have served as the executive director of Generations United, I’ve never met a grandparent or aunt or uncle who said they wouldn’t take their grandchild, niece, or nephew in if faced with the choice of caring for the child or turning them over to the custody of the child welfare system, to be raised by people they don’t know in foster homes.

Grandfamilies is the story of a crucial choice made by relatives of all ages and backgrounds who rise to this most essential of occasions and navigate the challenges that come along.

In the foreword, Washington Post columnist Michelle Singletary talks about being “part of a community of children who have been abandoned or removed from parents who are incapable of raising us.” While some people may view children whose parents cannot care for them as a bundle of problems to be solved, these caregivers believe as Adrian does when she says, “We don’t make garbage; these kids are good.” They know that a child ages out of a system but never ages out of a family.

Grandfamilies take in kids, often more than one brother and sister at a time, and keep them together and connected to their roots, culture, and tribe. They fight systems that abandon them, telling them that their families don’t fit their guidelines, so they can’t serve them. They do time in waiting rooms and court hearings. They put themselves at financial risk and sacrifice their own health—all with the dream of making a better life for the children they love. Rather than being lost in a system, the children know every day that they are more than a case file.

“Other people don’t realize how hard it is,” one grandparent told me. “Or how gratifying.”

This is also the story of how decades of blood, sweat, tears, and incremental wins have changed the conversation and the lives of grandfamilies. For nearly thirty years, we at Generations United have advocated for policies that support the needs of both the children and the adults raising them. Together with our national partners, we continue to address the policy gaps, lack of recognition, and misperceptions that can make the tough job of raising children even harder. We do it by making sure that the voices of grandfamilies are included in policy and other discussions: Nothing about us without us.

Some of the people you’ll meet in the following pages are well-known figures in politics, entertainment, and media. “My grandmother … taught me about hard work,” said then-candidate Barack Obama in 2008, as he accepted his party’s nomination. “She’s the one who put off buying a new car or a new dress for herself so that I could have a better life. She poured everything she had into me. And although she can no longer travel, I know that she’s watching tonight and that tonight is her night, as well.”

President Obama was far from the first commander in chief who was part of a grandfamily. That recognition goes to President George Washington and his wife, Martha, who raised her grandchildren at Mount Vernon. They built the democracy we all know alongside other early leaders in our country’s revolution—including John Hancock, who was raised by his uncle.

Some of the relative
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