'Grandfamilies:' A Growing Trend

When Mom and Dad Are Actually Grandma and Grandpa

By CYNTHIA McFADDEN and KAREN RUSSO

March 12, 2007 — - Like most little girls on their fifth birthdays, Sade excitedly tore open gifts given to her by her parents, 52-year-old Coletta Miller and 55-year-old Frank Miller. "Thank you Daddy!" Sade exclaims, "Thank you daddy and mommy!"

However, the two people Sade is thanking are not her biological parents -- they are her grandparents. Like one in twelve children in this country, little Sade is being raised by her maternal grandparents. Their daughter Monica is Sade's biological mother.

"I mean, I think a lot of people that get pregnant don't realize that it's not, you know, unconditional love," said Frank. "It's what you're sacrificing. That's what a parent is all about. It's giving everything up for your kids." 

One thing Monica was unable to give up was her addiction to heroin, leaving the first two years of Sade's life filled with chaos.

Struggling with Addiction

"In the womb, you know, her mom was straight and sober," said Frank. "And then when she was six months of age, mom started again. And then the second year of her life, it was in foster placement with a variety of families. She was very much left on her own at that time. So, those emotional scars are there."

It did not take long for the Millers to come to the realization that some day they might need to care for Sade. A major turning point occurred during a visit from Sade and Monica on Sade's first birthday. Monica's arms were covered in track marks. After being admitted into the hospital Monica called for her mother.

"And I went in," said Coletta, crying, "And she hugged me, and she said, 'Mom, I'm using. Help me.' So then we said, 'You go into rehab, you get yourself fixed -- Dad and I can have Sade to take care of, and we'll come to visit you. And if you don't do that, I will see to it personally that Sade will then be taken away from you.' And at that point, I stood very strong and walked out."

"I'm not one to mince words," said Frank. "I said, 'You need to get yourself into rehab or you're dead to us. You're no longer a part of our family.'"

'We're Supposed to Know This Stuff'

While Monica claims to be getting her life together and is no longer using drugs, it is her parents who provided the stability in Sade's life -- and they have their hands full. In addition to the myriad of parental responsibilities that need to be taken care of, there are constant reminders of all the blanks that still to be filled in Sade's life. 

"Did she ever receive a hepatitis B vaccine?" asked Frank. "I don't know. We're supposed to know this stuff but we weren't there at the time. "

Even a routine trip to the pediatrician is filled with pot holes. How much did she weigh at birth? What medications has she had?

The Millers are not alone in their struggles. Nearly two and a half million other grandparents have a grown child who is unable or unwilling to care for their child. Drugs and mental illness are the most common reasons.

And even with the professional training the Millers have -- she is a guidance counselor and he a school psychologist -- the couple found they needed support from a community of other people who knew what they were going through. 

Grand Rally for 'Grandfamilies'

The Millers ended up in Washington, D.C., attending a rally on the steps of the Capitol for a group called "Grandfamilies," where they met Sen. Hillary Clinton.

"Love doesn't put food on the table," Clinton said at the rally. "There's a lot of people in public life who love to talk about family values, but when it comes to valuing families -- and especially families that are not the typical nuclear family, but represent a very high percentage of American families today -- we're not there for them. And we pay a big price. We either help now or we have to face the consequences later."

Senator Clinton has championed the issue of getting more resources and rights for grandparents raising their grandchild. Within the Senate, the bill has found little support so far. 

"It is a silent epidemic," Clinton told ABC News. "And many of these grandparents -- I've spoken with them all over New York and in other parts of our country -- feel like nobody knows they're there."

"They run into all of these obstacles with, you know, getting their grandchildren enrolled in school, getting them the health care they need, getting them other assistance they deserve to have," said Clinton. "And they feel like they're all out there by themselves. So in the last few years I've worked with groups that are organizing to try to do something about this. Because it's so much better if a child can stay in the care of a grandparent or other relative than being put into the foster care system."

Forming a New Family

The Millers are all too familiar with these issues. And in order to make certain they didn't loose Sade to the foster care system, or that her biological parents didn't swoop back into her life, in November 2005, Coletta, Frank and Sade headed to Los Angles to officially re-create their family. 

The Millers were successful in their petition to adopt Sade to make her legally their child. Some have looked at this situation and found fault with the Millers, for their daughter Monica's struggles. "My own cousin said that," said Frank "and he's someone I've always looked up to."

"I mean, all the training and knowledge and background we have, when we got into the business of raising children … We didn't drink, we didn't take drugs, we didn't you know, fool around," he said. "We ate dinner around the dinner table. All these traditional things. And yet our daughter went the other way."

For eight months following the adoption, Monica saw Sade only once. Monica decided to come celebrate Sade's birthday, but cut her visit short. The Millers, however are unwilling to cut short their relationship with Monica. 

"She's still our daughter," said Frank Miller, "and we love her and, she has made a lot of progress."
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