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his report is dedicated to the 125 grandparents who
participated in the
WVSU Healthy Grandfamilies Project
May 2016 – October 2018
Thank you for taking this journey with us and for sharing your
struggles and triumphs so that we might learn from your
experiences.
We owe you much!

In Brief….
The WVSU Healthy Grandfamilies model consists of two components:
Discussion Groups for grandparents held weekly on topics over a 3month period tailored to the needs of grandfamilies:
Parenting
Communication
Health literacy/self-care
Healthy lifestyles/managing
stress
 Legal issues





 Social media/technology
 Navigating the school
system
 Family response to addiction
 Nutrition
 Family relationships

Child care and refreshments are provided.

Bonnie Teaching at the
Switzer Center
Class held in Braxton County at the Board of
Education board room

Social Work Support Services provided on an individualized basis to
each grandfamily over a 6-month period:

Assessment of needs
Help locating community resources
Confidential assistance in addressing unmet needs
Help navigating the social system, legal system, and
a wide range of social services
 Advocacy






Yvonne, social worker, with a
class participant

Lessons Learned….
Grandparents taught us the meaning of courage and
sacrifice. Faced with numerous challenges, they
nonetheless willingly accepted the responsibilities of
caring for a grandchild, often putting their own health and
well-being in jeopardy.

First Class

Here are the challenges they told us concerned them most
when they first entered the program*:
Financial burden (83%)
Less time for self (82%)
Less privacy (74%)
Feeling tied down (55%)
Lack of sleep (41%)

Difficulty parenting (40%)
Conflict with child’s parents (34%)
Fear of losing custody (33%)
Dealing with bureaucracies (32%)
Impact on own health (30%)

The good news is that 80% of these challenges decreased
significantly for grandparents who completed the WVSU
Healthy Grandfamilies Project.
*percent of grandparents who listed this as a concern.

Lessons Learned….
We learned that grandparents are both hidden victims
and unsung heroes of the opioid crisis.
84.8% of grandparents who participated
in the project reported that they were
caring for a grandchild due to a drugrelated problem of an adult child.

Grandparents were often caring for children who had
experienced a series of traumas in their young lives,
leading to multiple concerns requiring special care.

19.2% of children were reported
to have behavior problems.
[Cite your source here.]

12% of children were reported to be
suffering from mental health issues.

12% of children were reported to be
actively engaged in substance misuse.

Lessons Learned….
Grandparents want and need information, and they benefit
from learning from experts and from one another.
After completing their participation in discussion groups,
grandparents reported significant improvement in awareness,
knowledge, and comfort level related to all topics covered.
What the numbers tell us:
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What grandparents told us in their own words:
“Program was more relevant and applicable to parenting than previous
programs I have attended…I hope it continues.”
“I feel confident in taking the grandfamilies class, and I feel it has bettered
me to be the best grandparent I can be for my grandbabies.”
“Loved the class; wish it would never end!”
“I found these meetings helpful in many ways. It also helped being around
people that understand our challenges.”

Lessons Learned….
Grandparents want and need social support. Upon
entering the program, over 95% of grandparents said they
needed assistance in finding and accessing available
resources. The project’s Social Worker was able to
provide specific follow-up support services to help them
meet their needs through an action planning process.
What grandparents said they needed most:
Types of Help Requested
12.20%
12.20%
Concrete Services
14.60%

61.00%

Self-Care/Health
School Related

19.50%

26.80%

Legal Services

Day Care
Child MH/BH
34.10%

Child Supportive Services

NOTE: Percent of grandparents who identified each type of need; grandparents could identify more than one.

What grandparents told us after participating in the project:
 96% said the follow-up services provided by the social worker were
helpful.
 94% said the action planning process helped them.
 98% said the they felt better prepared after participating in the
project.
 98% said they would recommend the project to other grandparents.
 98% said project staff were knowledgeable, helpful, and supportive.

Lessons Learned….

We are raising two grandchildren, a 12 year old and a 5 year old. There are so many
things we didn’t know, social media and so many things that we didn’t experience when
our children were growing up. Grandparents couldn’t go wrong participating in this
class. It’s good not to be alone.

I went so long wondering if I am doing this wrong or right. I have had my granddaughter
since she was born, she is thirteen now. I always wanted a support group. When the
call came for this program it answered a need that I had. I no longer feel alone.

We decided to attend this class, there were so many things we didn’t know, legal aid,
social media and so much more. We got a tremendous amount of information out of
these sessions.

It’s all the resources you have and all the help they gave, the legal team is helping me
now with getting resources for her. There are people who want to help.

We loved the program and was especially thankful for the lesson on self-care that
prompted me, the grandpa, to go to my primary care doctor for a check up.

Lessons Learned….
Testimonials (actual quotes) from participants
“I really enjoyed this class very much and loved the instructors and the people in it. I
will miss this class very much!”
“I learned a lot!”
“Excellent Class”
“This program was one of the smartest moves I have made!”

Award….

WVSU Healthy Grandfamilies Program received the
“Power of Performance Award”
at the ‘2018 Small Communities Big Solutions Conference’
Alliance for the Economic Development for Southern West Virginia

Lessons Learned….
Custodial grandparents are raising grandchildren while
managing their own health concerns. All grandparents

22% of grandparents told us that they had health concerns
that made it difficult to care for their grandchild(ren).

30% said that caring for their grandchild(ren) had a
negative impact on their own health.

in the project reported having at least one
chronic health condition, such as arthritis, heart disease,
diabetes, chronic pain, and/or depression.

(mean age = 62.8)

Working on thir personal health history journal

Participating in the presentation on Healthy
Literacy Self-Care

95% of grandparents reported that their participation
helped them to live a healthier lifestyle.

Lessons Learned….
We learned that “it takes a village” – a coalition of
dedicated community partners to build capacity and
effectively deliver the WVSU Healthy Grandfamilies
program.
Our thanks to all those who supported our vision and
helped to make it happen through generous donations of
time, meeting space, resource materials, and expertise.
Our Community Partners
Bible Center Church
Braxton County Department of Education
Epworth United Methodist Church, Ripley
Charleston Baptist Temple
Children’s Home Society of WV
Clay County Health Department
FamilyCare Health Centers
Clay County Commission
First Baptist Church, St. Albans
First Church of the Nazarene, South
Charleston
Handle With Care WV
Kanawha County Schools
Legal Aid of West Virginia
Mary C Snow Elementary School
Putnam County Judicial Circuit Court

Putnam County Juvenile Probation Office
Rand Community Center
Recovery Point
Sissonville Public Library
Schoenbaum Center
Southeast Church of the Nazarene
St. Albans Police Department
St. Peters United Methodist Church, St.
Albans
Teays Valley Church of the Nazarene
Tornado Apostolic Church
West Virginia Department of Education
West Virginia Library Commission
West Virginia Rural Health Association
West Virginia University Extension Service
Winfield United Methodist Church

Special Thanks
Programs in the counties of Clay, Braxton, Jackson, and Putnam were made possible
through collaboration with the West Virginia University (WVU) Extension Service. We
truly appreciate the time and commitment given and look forward to our future work
together on behalf of grandfamilies in West Virginia and beyond.

WVSU Healthy Grandfamilies Project: Program Evaluation
Executive Summary
Background
Over the past decade, grandfamilies have become the hidden victims of the opioid crisis across
the United States. Grandfamilies are characterized by one or more grandparents who serve as
the primary caregiver for at least one grandchild who lives in their home. Over 2.5 million
grandparents in this country are responsible for their grandchildren (Generations United, 2017),
and West Virginia currently shares second place in the percent of grandchildren living with a
custodial grandparent (Kids Count Data Center, 2017). The dramatic increase in grandfamilies
is attributed primarily to drug-related problems affecting biological parents (Generations United,
2017; Wiltz, 2016).
Grandparents provide a vital service to society by caring for children who otherwise would be
the responsibility of an overburdened foster care system. Studies consistently show that
children fare better in the care of grandparents than in the care of traditional foster families
(Generations United, 2016; Masten, 2006). Although grandfamilies save taxpayers more than
$6.5 billion annually by keeping kids out of the foster care system, they continue to be a grossly
underserved population (Generations United, 2017). Grandfamilies have been identified as
being one of the fastest growing populations whose members are at risk for poor health,
addiction, low test scores, poor education, unemployment, homelessness, and limited food due
to lack of formal, informal, and tangible resources directed to this vulnerable group (Hayslip &
Goodman, 2007; Peterson 2017; Peterson & Stark, 2014).
Program Description
Beginning in 2015, the WVSU Department of Social Work and the WVSU Extension Service
collaborated to offer the WVSU Healthy Grandfamilies project to 125 grandparents in the
Greater Kanawha Valley. Grandparents participated in a series of free educational discussion
groups on the topics of parenting, communication, health literacy/self-care, stress
management, legal issues, social media, public school programs & policies, family response to
addiction, family relationships, and nutrition. Groups were small (up to 18 people) and were held
in venues such as churches, schools, community centers, and libraries in communities where
participants lived. Child care and refreshments were provided. Grandparents also received
social work support services such as a comprehensive intake assessment, help locating
community resources, advocacy services, and confidential assistance in addressing unmet
needs through an action planning process. Discussion groups were facilitated by the Extension
Service, and social work support services were provided by the Department of Social Work.
Program Evaluation Methods
Data were collected using instruments developed specifically for this program to collect
descriptive information and to measure participant outcomes. Data were managed by the lead
Social Worker under the supervision of the PI/Project Director. Data were collected on a regular
basis and entered into the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) software, which was
also used to analyze data. Analytical methods included the use of t tests for continuous
variables and Chi-Square and Fisher’s Exact Test for categorical variables.

Key Findings and Conclusions – Data from WVSU Healthy Grandfamilies show that:







Grandparents are likely to be female
(74%); about 63 years old; not
employed (71%); have low to
medium incomes (80%); and are
managing at least one chronic health
condition.
Grandchildren are likely to struggle
with hyperactivity (19%), behavior
problems (19%), obesity (18%),
mental health issues (12%), and/or
substance misuse (12%).
The average # of grandchildren per
household = 1.82 (range: 1-7).
A majority of grandparents (56.8%)
have been caregivers for 3 years or
more.

Reasons Grandparents
Care for Grandchildren
6.4

1.6
1.6

1.6
4

84.8

Drug-Related
Problems
Financial
Reasons
Parent Has
Disability
Parent(s) in the
Military
Parent is a
Teen
Other

Key findings support the following conclusions:
 After completing their participation in discussion groups, grandparents felt better
prepared to raise grandchildren. Significant improvements were found in their
awareness, knowledge, and comfort level related to the topics of navigating the school
system, communications, social media, family relationships, healthy lifestyles/managing
stress, response to addiction, parenting, legal issues, nutrition, and health literacy/selfcare.


Grandparents reported fewer challenges at 6 months than at baseline related to financial
burden, less time for self, less privacy, feeling “tied down”, lack of sleep, fear of losing
custody, dealing with bureaucracies, impact on health, feeling isolated/alone, difficulty
getting public assistance, interference with job, legal difficulties, less time for family, and
difficulties with school system.



Participation in the project reduced the number of unmet needs reported by
grandparents especially related to access to educational groups, information about
services, assistance in accessing services, assistance with school system, and legal
assistance. Two unmet needs that were not addressed by the project were greater
access to 1) support group services and, 2) respite services.

Grandparents reported high satisfaction with the project. They were highly satisfied with project
staff, discussion groups, social work services, and the overall relevancy of the project. They
reported being better prepared to raise grandchildren and believed their participation helped
them lead a healthier lifestyle.
Summary Conclusion
WVSU Healthy Grandfamilies holds the potential to become a nationally recognized evidencebased model. It is a non-threatening approach that results in a high completion rate. The
program model has shown positive outcomes, which argues for continuation and replication of
WVSU Healthy Grandfamilies going forward.
NOTE: The full report of WVSU Healthy Grandfamilies Project, Program Evaluation of Participant Outcomes can be found at
healthygrandfamilies.com.
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Harrison County Graduation class - Fall 2018

Final Thoughts from our WVSU Healthy Grandfamilies Team
“I have been in awe of grandparents raising grandchildren ever since I became a grandparent
myself in 2004. As a social worker in the field of aging, I have seen the challenges these
grandparents face on a daily basis, often without support. After years of effort, I was so excited
to finally realize my goal of obtaining funding to start this program with the help of very
dedicated colleagues. Over the past three years, I have seen the amazing things grandparents
do for their families, and I realize what a privilege it has been to be part of their lives!”
~~Brenda Wamsley, PhD, Principal Investigator/Project Director
In 2015 when Dr. Brenda Wamsley came to me with the idea of creating a program to serve
grandparents who were raising their grandchildren I was spellbound. She was aware that I had
been raised by my maternal grandparents. Working with these families has been an absolute
joy and pleasure. This has given me a personal and professional opportunity to give back to
this new community of families.
~~Bonnie Dunn, MS, Co-Project Director
WVSU Healthy Grandfamilies is a program that supports all grandparents no matter race,
religion, educational background or socioeconomic level. It understands the major issues facing
the grandparents raising children in the 21st century. It places emphasis on the saying “It takes a
village to raise a child.” The grandparents are victims as well and need support.
~~Yvonne Lee-Long, PhD candidate, Social Worker

Bonnie,
Yvonne, Brenda
Brenda&& Yvonne
Bonnie

“A Grandchild Speaks”
Born in Autumn I came to you at 4 days old Granny you mixed my formula – 16 ounces of boiled
water, 3 tablespoons of dextran maltose (Kayro syrup) and 8 ounces of carnation evaporated milk, you
fed me every 4 hours you washed my diapers, air dried them, diapered me and repeated many times
each day you rocked, cuddled and soothed my tears while you were still raising the last three of your 7
children as a toddler you held my hand as I learned to walk you prayed over me more times than can
be counted when at age of two I had my first hospitalization you were there  Grandpa you would hold
me, hug me, take me to your garden and let me set among the tomatoes as you gathered some of the
vegetables for our dinner table  you were there when I would have a high fever to sooth and comfort me
 you would call the doctor who made house calls ~ at the end of exam the doctor would give you the
medicine and instructions with the last piece of advice ~ give her a lot of ‘lovin’  Granny you made my
first apron, bought me child size pans to play with  let me help you cook, with the left over pie dough I
would make my own little pie, you taught me how to bake  you put me on the high stool and let me help
stir whatever was in the pot  you taught me to talk, love and pray – every night you would knell with my
beside of my bed  You braided my hair for my first day of school  both of you would go to the
parent/teacher meetings  you taught me how to do laundry with the wringer washer, hang clothes
outside on the line, iron, clean house, sew on the old treadle sewing machine  you enrolled me in 4-H 
sent me to 4-H and Church camps  you disciplined me ~ most of the time I listened and sometimes I
didn’t ~ that’s why I broke my arm at the age of 9  you both taught me bible verses and made sure I
memorized many of the them  other than a relationship with God, you taught me that family is the most
important relationship we have, you cultivated my relationship with my great-grandparents, great
aunts/uncles, cousins and others  at age twenty-one you visited me when I was in the hospital every
day during the cold late December snowy week when the doctors were not sure what was going to
happen to me  when I felt insecure and was afraid that you would move and leave me behind you
reassured me that as long as you had a roof over your head I would be there with you  grandpa you
taught me how to mow the lawn, how to use a hammer, screw driver, saw and you made me learn how to
change a tire on the car before you would let me drive you were there when I graduated from high
school, college and graduate school ~ I could not have done it without your love and support and the 60
model Chevrolet that had a hole in rear floor ~ I hope I have made you proud  Grandpa you gave me
away in marriage – Granny you cried  you were there to help me when my two children were born 
Granny and Grandpa you were there, present in my entire life whether in person, on the phone or praying
 Granny and Grandpa how can you ever be repaid for the sacrifices you made to raise me, a child who
otherwise would have had a different life, how would I have turned out without the commitment you made
to take on child number 8 ~ there would not be enough money to compensate you for that sacrifice  all I
tried to do while you were living was to return the love and live a life that would make you proud  after
your death I continued to strive for that commitment ~ and now at the end of my career I have found a
place to pay it forward in some very small way  to all of the grandparents, great-grandparents and greatgreat grandparents keep the faith, find a place of comfort knowing that this sacrifice of love is the greatest
gift you can ever give to that grandchild, don’t worry about not being able to give them material things,
give them love and security, teach them how to be good productive people in society – those are the
things money cannot buy – but the greatest gift is LOVE
PS  And to the mother who had to give me to her parents ~ Thank you for sacrificing the most precious
gift of your life ~ your only child ~ You did what was right and I am eternally grateful that you had the
strength to do the right thing ~ you were a woman with integrity ~  Mom I loved you!
Bonita Elizabeth Dunn 11/2018

For information on the USDA funded WVSU Healthy Grandfamilies Project Program Evaluation, contact Dr. Brenda
Wamsley at wamsleyb@wvstateu.edu. For information on how you can start a WVSU Healthy Grandfamilies
program in your county, contact Bonnie Dunn at bonnie.dunn@wvstateu.edu
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