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Heroes and Great Ideas

This ain’t something You Can Pray away: 
Grandparents raising Grandchildren,  

a Photovoice Project
Denise L. Stinson, BS

Each day, across the nation, grandparents are making the difficult choice to either 
care for their grandchildren or lose them, possibly forever, into a state-run foster 

care program.
For three weeks during Spring 2009, five grandparents from Project Guide: Grandpar-

ents Raising Grandchildren told their stories using Photovoice, a qualitative process in 
which photographs are used in more vulnerable populations to enable them to record 
and reflect on issues that affect them. It then powerfully promotes communication of 
those concerns to others. 

In their own words and with their own photographs the grandparents identified the 
objects, situations and settings they feel contribute to their quality of life and overall 
well-being. 

The This Ain’t Something You Can Pray Away: Grandparents Raising Grandchildren, 
A Photovoice Project hopes to offer important insights for educators, counselors, health 
and wellness professionals, and policymakers into the concerns and challenges of 
grandparents who are raising their children’s children. 

Denise L. stinson is a Geriatric Scholar in the Master’s of Social Work Program at the University 
of Michigan, Ann Arbor, focusing on healthy aging. To contact Denise L. Stinson call (248) 722-0959 
or email dstinso@umich.edu.



2 Grandparents

My time

When I wonder why I am doing this, I go to my Bible. 
God chose me to do this because He felt I could do it. 
I try not to complain around my grandkids because it is not their fault. I took two 

of my grandchildren from the hospital because my daughter had left them there. 
My other grandchild I have had since he was four.

deborah, 54 
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Getting ready for Church

One of my most uplifting times is when I get ready for church. 
Laying my clothes out to get ready to go to service is a part of what I do. 
This is for ME. Everything else I do for the boys.

tommie, 69 



4 Grandparents

My room

I spend most of my time in this bedroom. It is comfortable for me here. I have every-
thing I need—my TV, DVDs, clothes, cologne, bed. This is my private area where I 
have peace. 

The kids have to stand in the door to talk to me because there is not enough room 
for them to move around in there. 

So, that is GOOD!
delores, 62
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Peaceful

I wish I had room for each of my granddaughters to have their own bed. 
They are so peaceful and so quiet here.
I love to see them like that.

deborah, 54 



6 Grandparents

My decorating Project

I worked to make my bathroom beautiful. 
No grandkids are allowed. 
I went to garage and church sales to get inexpensive things that are nice. 
This room gives me a lot of joy. When I come home, I go in here and sit because it 

is pretty and I can be stress free. 



7Stinson

My tears

Arguments with people in my family upset me and affect my well-being. I don’t want 
things to upset me to the point where I can’t take care of my two grandkids.

I keep a lot of stuff inside—especially things that really hurt me. 



8 Grandparents

Humiliation

Us grandparents seem to always be at the Department of Social Services and it is never 
pleasant. We are always treated like we are a nuisance. 

I want to provide for my granddaughter on my own but my job pays very low wages. 
I don’t want to ask them for assistance just like they don’t want to give it to me. 

This place is a nightmare for me because I need help.
deborah, 54 

a dope House on one side and a Burned out one on the other

This is the view my grandchildren have. 
Our house is between these two houses. 
They sell dope out of the one house. They lower a bucket out of the second floor 

window. Customers put their money in the bucket and they pull it back up. Then they 
send it back down with the dope. 

A crackhead set the other house on fire. I wish they would tear it down so I could 
have a play area for the kids.

At night the crackheads holler and waive at us, but I don’t want them there. That’s why 
I am trying to take my grandkids somewhere safe where they can have a better life. 

I want them to see and do things that are good. I want to buy a house for senior 
citizens. I am first on the list now.

delores, 62
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The Michigan “Bridge Card”

Low-income people like me 
and my grandchildren have 
this card to buy food. 

I have $490 to feed five 
children for a month. 

By the 28th I am usually 
out of money. 

I am making do, but I 
get tired. 

Pam, 50

no Food 

I am raising five grandchildren with a sixth on the way. We need food. I am sick and 
tired of lines—food lines at the churches. I put honey in water to make sugar water. A 
lot of times, there is no bread or milk. I have fed them peanut butter instead of meat. 
I put it in a bowl and let them eat it because I heard it has protein. 

The kids don’t know we are in a struggle. 
I need help with food. 

Pam, 50 
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shut off notice

This is another shut off notice. This one is for my gas. Paying my bills while taking care 
of five grandchildren is hard. This bill is $2,500 and is overdue. I thought for a long 
time we were going to be without lights or gas. Now, I am on a $297 a month budget. 
I get $588 a month from the Department of Social Services for my grandchildren.

Pam, 50



12 Grandparents

Clothes Without a dresser

After I wash my grandchildren’s clothes, I have to put them in plastic bags because I 
don’t have a dresser or furniture for them. I need a decent place to put their clothes. 
It makes me feel bad as a grandparent.

Pam, 50 
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I did It for Me

My 14 year-old grandson was a nerve wreck. He wouldn’t do anything I asked. Every-
day I had to take my granddaughter, who is in kindergarten, to school on the bus. My 
doctor told me I was under too much stress. I am HIV positive. I have diabetes and a 
fast heart beat. The rest of my family did not want to help me. I was missing a lot of 
doctor appointments and not taking my medicine right.

I looked in the mirror and said to myself that I could only do so much. I had to 
really think and bring up my feelings about what was going on. 

I made the decision that, for my health, I had to terminate my guardianship. 
Now, my t-cell count is good and I can fix myself a normal meal. I get all my rest 

and my blood pressure is fine. I am going on vacation now—down South.
erma, 62 



14 Grandparents

don’t Give Up, Honey!

My granddaughter, Jala, is on her knees praying here. She is 10-years-old and has Crohn’s 
disease and has to take medicine morning and night. She prays to be healed. 

She has so much hope. She bathes a lot because she doesn’t feel clean, but she never 
whines or complains. 

They want to put her on a new medication but one of the side effects is cancer. I 
just don’t know what to do.

deborah, 54
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Jala’s Closet

My granddaughter is on steroids for the Crohn’s Disease and they make her chubby. 
Her size changes every week and her clothes never fit. She was 140 pounds when this 
picture was taken just a few weeks ago and now she is 162. 

I am constantly struggling financially to get her clothes that fit. When they don’t, 
she gets so disgusted. 

Still, I am proud that she keeps what she does have neat and in order.
deborah, 54 



16 Grandparents

Jala’s “Medicine Box”

Jala had the idea to use a baby wipes container for her medicines. She takes seven dif-
ferent types of medicines twice a day. 

This box should not exist for us! It is the first thing she sees in the morning and the 
last thing she sees at night. She needs to have a life instead of these medications. 

deborah, 54 



17Stinson

Corn Is sick

My grandson had a fever of 106 and we had to take him to Detroit Receiving Hospital. 
I will finalize his adoption soon. I have had him since he was four and his brother, 
Tony, is 15 months. I brought them both home from the hospital. 

Before I had them, my life was wild crazy with no understanding.
God put them with me to slow me down. I still like to move but I take Lipitor now 

and I have carpal tunnel from working in the plant for 10 years.
delores, 62 
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Memories

My son and daughter have passed. I have been raising my daughter’s boys for the 
last 10 years. This was a surprise in my life. I was living by myself and doing what I 
wanted to do. 

My son was 42 when he died of a heart attack in 2007. We found out later that he 
had a heart attack before but he never told me about that. 

I have high blood pressure. I found out I had it when I was a teenager but I ignored 
it. Now, I wish I hadn’t.

tommie, 69 



19Stinson

a Lesson for My Grandchildren

My niece Shanna is a registered nurse. She went to Wayne State but she got caught up 
with the pills and smoking crack. She got fired from the hospital last February. 

I told her she couldn’t live with me anymore. I didn’t want my grandchildren to see 
her nodding out anymore. It hurts me to see her like this. 

I would really like to get my GED.
delores, 62
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This table

My family eats together here. There is a lot of love in this room. I do my word puzzles and 
reading at this table. My grandsons were four and nine when their mother passed. 

I didn’t try to think about what I had to do because I had been by myself for so 
long. If I hadn’t done it, my grandsons would have been in juvenile.

tommie, 69 
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Coolidge elementary school

My granddaughter goes to this school. It’s a very nice school. I hope it doesn’t close. I 
help with the homework of three kids. It is a lot. 

The oldest is eight. When they get older I don’t know what I am going to do—take 
a class I guess. I’d like to go back to college and finish my education. I have a semester 
finished and maybe I could go back to where I left off.

Pam, 50
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My special Friend

Alvin is the love of my life and he is crazy about my grandkids. 
He spends a lot of time with them and we watch them together sometimes.

delores, 62
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The Family

This is my life. This is me with five of my grandchildren. They keep me busy! We love 
each other, but it is very, very rough. 

I am raising them all by myself. Lord, give me more patience with them. I need 
help.

Pam, 50



24 Grandparents

our Grandparents Group

I don’t have many friends outside of these ladies. There are people I talk to, but not 
people I can really open up to and say things they’ll understand. Other people hug but 
they are backing up. Not these ladies! 

We hug each other and they tell me they love me. There is a closeness of us together 
around the table when we come in this room. I need to be around these friends who 
show me they care for me.
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The women in the Grandparents Raising Grandchildren group, whose photographs and 
commentary we have seen here, want educators, counselors, health professionals, and 
policymakers to know: 

•	 Grandparents	are	often	on	an	emotional	roller	coaster	because	they	struggle	to	
supply many of the basic needs for their grandchildren.

•	 Grandparents	need	safe	neighborhoods	in	which	to	raise	their	grandchildren.
•	 Grandparents	must	often	struggle	with	the	health	issues	of	their	grandchildren	

as well as their own chronic illnesses. 
•	 Grandparents	want	 good	 educations	 for	 their	 grandchildren	 and	 also	want	 to	

pursue their own educational goals.
•	 Grandparents	have	put	 their	 lives	on	hold	 to	raise	grandchildren	because	 they	

love them and do not want them to go into foster care.
•	 Grandparents	pray	every	day	that	they	will	live	to	raise	their	grandchildren	to	be	

good and productive members of society.

These grandparents and countless others like them need help, understanding, and laws 
that give grandparents the same support that would be given to foster parents if their 
grandchildren were in foster homes. 
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