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Visit with Grandpa 

By April Fleming, MS 

 

During my time as a supervisor in human services, the 

demands of my administrative tasks sometimes felt so 

consuming; I unintentionally lost sight of the value of 

human experience. Undoubtedly, adhering to policy, 

optimizing best practices, and taking advantage of any 

opportunity to update myself on evidence-supported 

research was, and still remains, essential. However, I 

have begun to realize that taking a moment to absorb 

the lessons we encounter in everyday life is equally 

fundamental.  

 

I feel great compassion for what you are tasked with 

every day: high caseloads, at times limited resources, 

and seasons when you cannot seem to connect with a 

staff member, a decision-maker, or a client. I also feel 

compelled to share a personal story (which has a 

splash of supportive academia) in hopes you may 

connect with my family’s heartfelt human experience. 

Perhaps you will be reminded of something significant 

that occurred in your own life or the life of someone 

you know, and this remembrance will ignite the fervor 

within you and aid you in your journey as a leader 

and an advocate. 

 

ecently my husband, age 45, visited with his 

grandfather, Chuck, who is approaching 90 

years of age. During this visit, for the first 

time Grandpa Chuck looked at his grandson 

with empty eyes. Grandpa had no idea who was 

standing in front of him, desperately seeking his 

attention. As the time slowly and uncomfortably 

passed, my husband and his grandfather 

exchanged pleasantries as my husband’s heart, 

little by little, broke. However, he fought back tears 

and continued smiling at his grandpa while restless 

thoughts pleaded for one moment of recognition 

from this man he loved so dearly.  

 

Grandpa Chuck was very involved in my husband’s 

upbringing. My husband, a child of a teenage 

mother, credits his grandfather with embodying 

the role of father, mentor, and friend in his life. 

Often shared with our son, age seven, are early 

childhood memories my husband has of his 

grandpa: a hard-working, loving husband and 

father of eight who regularly mowed lawns and 

shoveled snow for his neighbors, spent hours 

working with wood, loved listening to bluegrass, 

enjoyed a good game of baseball, loved boxer 

dogs, and would never be caught not wearing his 

suspenders. My husband also reminisces about the 

laughs they shared watching the television show 

“Hee Haw,” while Grandpa Chuck ate his dinner 

between his first and second job. (Remarkably, 

Grandpa maintained multiple jobs at the same 

time for more than 30 years.) 

 

Grandpa Chuck, now suffering from Alzheimer’s, is 

the pride of his grandson and, of course, many 

others who know him. My husband will not 

hesitate to tell you - he did not suffer one moment 

without his biological father; “Grandpa gave me 

what I needed.” Spending time with his grandfather 

(and of course his grandmother) provided my 

husband with feelings of closeness and intimacy. 

He also experienced meaningful connections with 

other individuals of his grandparents’ generation: 

playing games, volunteering in the community, and 

participating in church activities.  

………..… 
Today, approximately seven million grandparents 

live in the same home as their minor grandchildren 

and within that number, 39% are primary 

caregivers (Chen, Mair, Bao & Yang, 2014, p. 1). 

Often, many of us experience this first-hand, in our 

roles as child and elder advocates.  We are told by 

academia that intergenerational relationships 

present profound opportunities for multiple 

generations to positively influence each other in a 

variety of significant ways: increasing self-esteem, 

decreasing isolation, providing opportunity to 

mentor or be mentored, enhancing emotional and 

physical well-being, improving social graces or 

etiquette, inspiring learning, and providing 

education on the aging cycle while, at the same 

time, tackling ageism (Darrow & Belgrave, 2013).  

 

This concept, applying multigenerational 

approaches and interventions to strengthen the 

family system and promote long-term benefits to 

well-being, is not new (Ruiz & Silverstein, 2007).  

Well-known cultural anthropologist Margaret 

Mead, known for her holistic approach to human 

nature, hypothesized in the 60s and 70s that the 
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bonds between the aging and the young can go 

beyond the family organism and enhance the 

community (Ruiz & Silverstein, 2007). There are 

however, barriers that can hinder individuals from 

developing these bonds.  Zeldin, Larson, Camino & 

O’Connor (2005) purport that unless exposed to 

each other within the family system, older adults 

and youth are at increased risk of segregation. In 

agreement with Mead’s suppositions, initiatives 

surfaced to develop formal programming when 

informal means were unavailable. The “Foster 

Grandparent Program,” created during efforts to 

combat poverty in the early 60s, paired children 

with indigent adults aged 60 and older, providing 

sustenance for both the older adult and the child 

(Generations United, 2007).  In succeeding years, 

other organizations and programs sponsored 

planned intergenerational activities, such as 

listening to music and dancing, reading, crafting, 

and participating in civic engagement 

opportunities.  

 

Experts encourage continued momentum to 

promote strong relationships amongst the 

generations. Programs and activities like those 

mentioned above can be effective. However, as 

advocates we know that human beings are flawed 

and the risk for maltreatment exists for both 

children and elders. We must consider programs 

thoughtfully, with purpose, and with clear goals 

(Zeldin, et al., 2005). Some helpful tips to consider 

include:  

 

 Deliberately selecting activities that are 

both physically and emotionally safe 

 Considering a program that provides 

relative education and support for 

everyone involved 

 Outlining clearly-understood roles for both 

elder and youth 

 Ensuring a healthy balance of power 

within the relationship, promoting 

reciprocity 

 Providing ongoing encouragement and 

assessment of benefit to both youth and 

elders (Zeldin, et al., 2005) 

………….. 
My husband and his grandfather are a clear 

example of the significance of intergenerational 

relationships. Although the research is valuable, I 

do not need it to convenience me that the seeds 

planted in the heart and mind of my husband by 

his grandfather have contributed to his 

development into a good man, husband and 

father. I am confident that Grandpa Chuck’s legacy 

will continue.  

 

Sadly, it is likely grandpa will not recognize his 

grandson again - the interactions between them 

forever changed. My husband still has his 

memories, his grandpa’s lessons, and his love. And 

when he visits with Grandpa Chuck, he will extend 

his hand as they meet for the first time over and 

over again. I imagine my husband will gently 

tighten his grasp and pause, preserving the 

moment they touch as long as possible, before 

grandpa gracefully relaxes his hold.  

 

 
Grandfather and Grandchild by George Hodan  

www.publicdomainpictures.net 

 

If you are interested in learning more about 

intergenerational programming, please visit 

http://www.gu.org/.    
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