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Class Discussion

Video Recommendation: 

Big Mama (35 minutes; 2000), California Newsreel

Big Mama follows 18 months in the lives of Viola Dees, an African American grandmother, and Walter, her grandson, as she tries to raise him alone in South Central Los Angeles. Dees has taken care of Walter since the age of four, when his father (Viola's son) died. Walter appears in the documentary as bright and sweetly loving to his grandmother, but also profoundly troubled, affected by his mother's prenatal drug intake. In the documentary, Walter is nine, and Dees is turning 90. The film focuses on the continuous battle against age discrimination faced by Dees and many like her. While contending with her own declining health and a bureaucratic and legal system that continually threatens to force them apart, Dees fights the misconception that age supersedes one's ability to love and care for a child. 

Resource:  www.newsreel.org/nav/title.asp?tc=CN0122

Discussion questions related to the film (CSWE Gero-Ed)

Using the strengths based model, assess Violas strengths (attitude, health, spirituality, family, etc.). Pro or con: Do Violas strengths outweigh potential deficits of her age in raising Walter?

At the beginning of the film, what would be the most effective services or interventions for child welfare workers to have with Viola and Walter?

Discuss some of the primary challenges for grandparents who are raising grandchildren? Include such issues as stigma, life-stage, finances, housing, and “generation gap.”

Examine child welfare policies in your state. Do these policies create challenges and barriers to grandparents raising grandchildren? What suggestions would you make to change policies regarding grandparents raising grandchildren?

Case Study Recommendation

Kropf, N. P., & Burnette, D. (2003). Grandparents as family caregivers: Lessons for intergenerational education. Educational Gerontology, 29, 361–372. 

Mrs. Smith, age 62, is caring for her two grandsons Mike, age 9 and Jack, age 13. The children’s mother was killed by their father in a domestic dispute and he is now serving a life sentence in another state. Mrs. Smith rents a modest home in a rural community and receives disability payments for severe arthritis. Her husband died about 15 years ago in a railway accident.

Mrs. Smith is a kinship foster parent for Mike, but not for Jack. She has few other family members to whom she can turn to for support. She states that she needs help urgently, as Jack has recently become involved in the juvenile justice system for throwing rocks at school buses. She is worried that he will be taken away from the home, and is concerned about his temper and increasing aggressive episodes.

Mrs. Smith loves both of her grandsons and feels particularly sad for Jack who witnessed the murder of his mother. Although she has limited income, she purchased a motorcycle for Jack, perhaps to help compensate for the loss of his mother and in hopes of making him happy. She states that she does not understand why he dresses in shabby, baggy clothes and listens to loud music. She also states that she feels self-conscious in her small community. [p. 367].
Discussion Questions: 

1. 
What losses or adjustments are being experienced in this family? 

· Death of Mrs. Smith’s daughter and the children’s mother

· Traditional “grandparenting” role for Mrs. Smith

· Relocation experience for both boys 

· Possible loss of Mrs. Smith’s economic security 

· Mrs. Smith’s concern regarding her image in the community

2. 
What are the existing and needed connections between this family and various community agencies? 

· Family must become familiar with a number of new social institutions: schools, the juvenile justice system, and possibly health, mental health, and public welfare organizations. 

3.
What social policies can assist and/or constrain the various resources this family needs?
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