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Massachusetts Commission on the Status of  

Grandparents Raising Grandchildren 

 
January 15, 2015 
 
The Honorable Charles D. Baker, Jr. 
Governor of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
State House, Room 360 
Boston, MA 02133 
 
Dear Governor Baker,   

 
Herein, please find the sixth annual report of the Commission on the Status of Grandparents 
Raising Grandchildren for calendar year 2014 submitted in compliance with M.G.L. Chapter 3, 
section 69(a). 
 
First, welcome back to the Statehouse.  I appreciated your assistance on a matter affecting the 
Second Bristol District (Attleboro) that I represented in the House when you were Secretary of 
A+F during the Weld Administration.  I look forward to working with you again as Governor in 
my current capacity as Chair of the Commission on the Status of Grandparents Raising 
Grandchildren.  The Commission was established in 2008 to assist the ever increasing number 
of grandparents and other kin who are the primary caregivers of children to whom they are 
related but who are not their own.  According to the latest U.S. Census report (American 
Community Survey 5 year Estimate for 2009-2013) approximately 34,000 Massachusetts 
grandparents are responsible for their grandchildren. That figure has increased 21% since 2005 
when 28,000 grandparents were primary caregivers. Today, more than 10,000 grandparents in 
Massachusetts are estimated to be caring for their grandchildren without their parents living in 
the household.   
  
For the past six years, the Commission has endeavored to fulfill its statutory responsibility in 
part by providing our clientele with accurate, up-to-date information on issues and programs 
important to them via our web-page at www.massgrg.com.   The Commission has assisted in 
the expansion of the number of support groups in the Commonwealth that now total 
approximately thirty.   Efforts have also been made to advise the Legislature and the 
Administration on policies affecting grandparents and other kinship caregivers.   
 
During 2014 the Commission was pleased to welcome two new appointees.  Douglas Spicer was 
appointed by Governor Patrick.  Douglas is a retired Wellesley school principal living in Newton.  
He and his wife Jan are raising their grandson Dylan whom they have adopted.  Ilene Mitchell, 
Assistant Deputy Court Administrator, was appointed by Chief Justice Angela M. Ordonez to 
replace Judge Patricia Gorman.  The Commission thanks Judge Gorman for her insight and 
valued participation during her service on the Commission.  
 

http://www.massgrg.com/
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As the number of grandparent and other kinship caregivers continues to expand, so does the 
workload of the Commission.  It has been evident for some time that in order to more 
adequately meet its statutory responsibilities, the Commission has needed to hire a director.  
That possibility became a reality when for the first time the Commission received an 
appropriation from the Legislature.  $80,000 was allocated, “for the purpose of hiring staff and 
administering program for the Commission on the Status of Grandparents Raising 
Grandchildren.”  The funds were transferred to the Department of Children and Families (DCF) 
who agreed to use them to hire a consultant that, under the direction of the Commission, 
would be responsible for managing and conducting its program.  The Commission is indebted to 
Commissioner and Representative Paul Donato for his persistent legislative attempts to make 
this happen.  The Commission is also grateful for the extensive effort made by Commissioners 
Manuela DaCosta and Ilene Mitchell in expediting an ISA agreement between the Court system 
and DCF that resulted in the funds becoming available for the Commission’s stated purpose.   
However, the hiring freeze that recently has been instituted to partially offset this year’s fiscal 
deficit precludes the hiring of a director.  While this is a tremendous disappointment for the 
Commission, we intend to redouble our efforts to serve those grandparents and other kin who 
are coming forward in ever increasing numbers to provide, safe and loving help for children in 
their care.  
 
Throughout the year, the Commission was pleased to welcome various speakers to inform it on 
issues affecting grandparents.  In January, Jill Ashton, Director of the Commission on the Status 
of Women was our guest.  Jill has been a supporter of the Grandparents Commission since its 
inception when, under her direction, representatives from the Commission on the Status of 
Woman testified before the Legislature on the need for its establishment.  Her explanation of 
the nature of her position and how the Women’s Commission organizes its legislative advocacy 
efforts was particularly instructive for us as we crafted the responsibilities of a director’s 
position. 
 
The following month, Mr. Claudel Francoeur, Director of DCF’s CORI Unit, was invited to explain 
the process of obtaining background checks associated with placement of children under DCF’s 
jurisdiction.  In the wake of the tragic case of Jeremiah Oliver, legislative proposals were made 
to further limit the placement of children with relatives through more restrictive background 
check regulations.  The Commission was troubled by those proposals and expressed its 
concerns to legislative leaders.  Ultimately, they were not adopted. 
 
Judge Angela M. Ordonez, Chief Justice of the Probate and Family Court was our guest in April.  
Judge Ordonez answered numerous questions submitted in advance by commissioners that 
focused on how guardianship and adoption laws affect grandparents raising grandchildren.  The 
Commission was pleased to learn that the Trial Court’s strategic plan calls for the establishment 
of Court Service Centers in County Courts.  The first will be in Suffolk County at the Edward W. 
Brooke Court House and the second in Franklin County.  Potential assistance from these centers 
will be invaluable for kinship caregivers who are often pro se petitioners bewildered by their 
first experience with court procedure.   
 
EOHHS Secretary John Polanowicz and Assistant Secretary Kathy Betts were greeted cheerfully 
when they stopped by our monthly meeting in May.  We had just learned that an RFP to fund a 
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“warm line” for grandparents raising grandchildren had not been funded.  Secretary Polanowicz 
suggested that we renew our contact with MASS 211.  He suggested the Commission raise the 
issue of including additional training on kinship and grandparent caregiving issues for those 
answering inquiries.  His suggestions were well received given that the Commission had in the 
past broached these subjects with Mr. Gary Lever, Vice President of MASS 211. 
 
Our final, guest of the year was Ms. Sarah Stuart, DTA’s Assistant Director of Program 
Implementation.  Ms. Stuart had been a panel participant at our Annual Conference in June.  
She returned to our October meeting to further clarify DTA policies affecting grandparents.  She 
explained eligibility requirements for various programs.  Ms. Stuart made it clear that 
qualifications for “child only” grants will continue to deem just the child’s income.  She 
distributed a DTA “Grandparents Raising Grandchildren” fact sheet published in October 2014 
that had been recently updated.  The Commission was pleased that Ms. Stuart agreed to be 
DTA’s liaison to the Commission.  The Commission hopes to establish liaisons with a number of 
other state agencies.  
 
The Commission’s Annual Conference was held once again in June at Worcester State 
University.  Of the 100 plus attendees, approximately half were grandparents and kin raising 
children other than their own.  The remainder were support group facilitators, court and 
agency personnel many from DTA and DCF.   
 
The Conference began with presentation of the Harriet Jackson-Lyons Award for Outstanding 
Service to Grandparents and other Kinship Caregivers.  The 2014 recipient was Earl “Skip” Stuck, 
CEO of Family Continuity.  Child Advocate and former Judge Gail Garinger gave the key note 
address.  The morning panel discussion with audience participation focused on three scenarios; 
when DCF is involved, proceedings before the Probate and Family Court, and potential benefits 
from attending a support group.  Panelists were: Kevin Barboza, DCF’s Ombudsman; Patricia 
Casey, DCF’s Deputy General Counsel; Commissioner Carol Flaherty, Assistant Chief Probation 
Officer, Middlesex Juvenile Court; Commissioner, Lynn Girton, Chief Counsel, Volunteer 
Lawyers Project; Commissioner Patricia Gorman, Associate Justice, Middlesex Probate and 
Family Court; and Sarah Stuart, DTA’s Assistant Director of Program Implementation.  
Commissioners Kerry Bickford, Margo Chevers, and John Lepper also participated on the panel.   
 
The afternoon session was devoted to an exercise known as the “World Café” and led by 
Commissioner John Laing.  The objective was to seat grandparents with court and agency 
personnel so that each could learn from the others’ perspective.  Findings from the “World 
Café” summarized programs and policies that worked well and the barriers that still exist.  In 
general it was found that “there continues to be a lack of service coordination, agency 
communication and collaboration, and basic understanding across the state as to the services 
and support needed and available for grandparents raising grandchildren.” 
 
A continuing objective of the Commission’s Local Support Subcommittee has been facilitating 
communication and learning among support groups throughout the Commonwealth.  This 
process is known as “the grandparent’s resource network.”  Under the direction and leadership 
of Colleen Pritoni and Commissioner Margo Chevers the resource network held two meetings 
at the Worcester Public Library during 2014.  In February, twenty support group leaders from 
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various parts of the state entered a lively discussion on “sharpening facilitation skills” led by 
Fernando Mederos from DCF.  In October author Deborah Doucette, discussed a recently 
revised version of her book, Raising Our Children’s Children. She then outlined her efforts to 
promote “de facto custody” laws.  A de facto custodian is typically defined as the primary 
caregiver and financial supporter of a child for a given period of time depending on the child’s 
age.  De facto custody laws provide caregivers with legal standing in custody disputes that may 
arise especially with birth parents.  Ten states have enacted de facto custody laws.  The support 
group facilitators and Commission members then exchanged information and ideas on how to 
provide financial viability for support groups.   
 
The Subcommittees’ efforts to expand the number of support groups for grandparents raising 
grandchildren will be assisted in the coming month as a result of an EOHHS policy requirement 
for the new Family Resource Centers.  These Centers are being established in fourteen counties 
to better coordinate services of the agencies under the jurisdiction of the Executive Office.  
Each Center will be required to have a grandparents’ support group that meets at least twice 
per month.  The Commission thanks DCF’s Brian Cummings and EOHHS Assistant Secretary 
Kathy Betts for recognizing the need and working diligently to institute a policy that will assist 
grandparents.  
 
Lynn Girton, chair of the Legal Subcommittee is working with the Massachusetts Bar 
Association to establish a periodic call-in opportunity for grandparents.  Plans are also being 
made to produce a video in which grandparents pose “typical” legal questions to a panel of 
lawyers.  The video would then be linked to the Commission webpage and also made available 
to support groups.  
 
Under the leadership of Kerry Bickford, Information and Referral Subcommittee Chair, and 
subcommittee member “Skip” Stuck, the first Grandparents Commission Newsletter was  
distributed via the Commission web page (www.massgrg.com) in September.  Features are 
composed and written by grandparents about their trials and satisfactions.  The first edition 
tells, “Debra’s Story.” Another major effort of the subcommittee has been compiling an 
information sheet on substance abuse, one of, if not the leading cause, of family disruptions 
resulting in grandparents being called upon to provide stability and care for their grandchildren.  
 
Commission members were asked to participate in two informational public television 
programs. Commissioners Lynn Girton and John Lepper taped an hour long program on 
Seekonk Cable Television at the invitation of station manager Debra Hock.  An additional 
program is being planned.  They also explained the activities of the Commission on cable station 
BNN in Roxbury.   
 
Several members of the Commission were interviewed by Linda Enerson for a feature article in 
the fall edition of Commonwealth Magazine entitled, “More Grandparents Raising Their 
Grandchildren.” 
 
For the third consecutive year, the Commission provided information on grandparents raising 
grandchildren at Father’s Family Fun Day organized by Commissioner John Laing and held at 
Harambee Park in Dorchester.   

http://www.massgrg.com/
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The Commission is indebted to Interim Commissioner Erin Deveney, former Commissioner Olga 
Roche of the Department of Children and Families, and Ann L. Hartstein, Secretary of the 
Executive Office of Elder Affairs (EOEA) for their support of the Commission’s efforts during 
2014.  Once again the Commission thanks Denise Bradley, Executive Assistant to Susan Temper, 
EOEA’s Assistant Secretary of Program & Operations for her unwavering assistance to the 
Commission as its recording secretary. 
 
Very truly yours,  
 
John A. Lepper, Chair 

Commission on the Status of Grandparents Raising Grandchildren 


