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Mama for the second time

      - 
      More grandparents stepping in to do the job their kids can't

      - 
      Dallas: City, AARP join forces to help those raising grandchildren
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        For Paulette Sowells, parenting just comes naturally. The soft-spoken Dallas woman raised two sons and an adopted daughter, and she is now caring for two grandchildren.

        "She's always called me Mama," said Ms. Sowells, glancing at Alajah Vasquez, 3, who was scattering Legos around the living room floor. "I took care of her from the time she was born."

        The racket didn't seem to bother Samora Struggs, who was napping on the couch. The infant with large brown eyes was born in December at a Texas prison facility. Her mother, Ms. Sowells' adopted daughter, is serving a one-year sentence for prostitution.

        While grandparents have always stepped in when parents need help, the number of grandparent-headed households in the U.S. has increased 30 percent between 1990 and 2000, according to AARP Texas. Ms. Sowells is one of an estimated 2.4 million grandparents across the nation raising their grandchildren.

        The 53-year-old never expected to be changing diapers or chasing a preschooler at this time in her life. But not doing so wasn't an option.

        "They don't have anyone else to take care of them," she said.

        AARP, which represents older Americans, is partnering with the city of Dallas to provide support for the estimated 15,000 Dallas grandparents who provide full-time care for 26,000 grandchildren.

        The city's first Grandparent Information Center opened Thursday at the Audelia Road Branch Library in Lake Highlands to provide written materials and to host a support group for grandparents assuming parenting responsibilities.

        Officials hope this will be the first of several such centers at Dallas libraries.

        Texas ranks second behind California in the number of grandparent-headed households, with almost 450,000 children living with their grandparents, according to the 2000 census. That's a 44 percent increase from 1990.

        That snapshot, however, may not be a full accounting of the trend experts say is not abating.

        "We know the numbers are low because many grandparents don't report on the census forms," said Susan J. Williams, associate state director for the AARP Texas. "They're afraid the children will be taken from them."

        Experts aren't sure why the numbers are increasing. Many older adults get involved when they see their children abusing drugs or alcohol, Ms. Williams said. Others, like Ms. Sowells, become full-time caregivers while their children are in prison.

        But the trend may also be fueled by the number of military parents serving in Iraq and Afghanistan who turn to their parents to provide temporary care for children, said Ms. Williams, noting that the new responsibilities often create financial hardships for caregivers.

        "Foster parents get more state money than grandparents," she said. "We're advocating to get the laws changed to give increasing support for grandparents raising grandchildren."

        Denise Lyons, adult service librarian at the Audelia Road branch, said census data show that 2,200 grandparents in the Lake Highlands vicinity are rearing grandchildren.

        "A wide variety of people are taking on that responsibility," she said. "It includes all socioeconomic levels and diverse groups."

        She hopes the library's new resource collection will help fill a need for these residents.

        "Grandparents tend to be private. They don't want to talk about their problems. They don't know where to start," she said. "The library is the perfect place to go. We will have enough resources to guide people to the right place."

        Ms. Sowells said her grandchildren are a constant source of joy, but she wishes she didn't have to worry about making ends meet.

        "The system is not working," said Ms. Sowells, who is disabled with a bad back and lives in a small home in the Pleasant Grove area of Dallas.

        She is caring for her two granddaughters on a $630 monthly disability check and $240 in food stamps. She also receives $108 a month for the two children from the government's Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program.

        She doesn't own a car, and she worries that her old washer and dryer aren't going to last much longer. She wishes she could buy a swing set for Alajah to play on in the back yard.

        Despite her struggles, Ms. Sowells remains optimistic. "I believe in God," she said. "And if this is what he wants me to do, I believe I will make it."
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          1. Paulette Sowells never expected to be chasing a preschooler and changing diapers after her three children left. But, at 53, she is raising her two granddaughters, Alajah Vasquez, 3, and Samora Struggs, 2 months.

          2. Seated front row, from left: Jim Warrior, George Stone and Mary Louise Williams laughed with guest speaker Hanoch McCarty on Thursday at the opening of the Grandparent Information Center at Audelia Road Branch Library in Lake Highlands. The center aims to provide support for the estimated 15,000 Dallas grandparents who provide full-time care for 26,000 children.

          3. Paulette Sowells cares for her 2-month-old granddaughter, Samora Struggs, whose mother is in prison for prostitution. CHART(S): RESOURCES CHART(S)/GRAPH(S)/MAP(S): (JAMES A. BLACK/Staff Artist) GRANDPARENTS AS PARENTS
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