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 PRAISE FOR WHERE TWO WORLDS MEET


“This wonderful book, Where Two Worlds Meet: A Guide to Connecting with Your Teenage Grandchildren, is full of real world tools to help the two generations find common ground. From letters, to organized meetings, to determining a family legacy, these methods are sure to bring eager grandparents and busy older grandchildren together around important common goals. I recommend it to all grandparents!”


− Elizabeth LaBan, author of Beside Herself; Not Perfect; The Restaurant Critic’s Wife; The Tragedy Paper; The Grandparents Handbook; and co-author of Pretty Little World
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“In Where Two Worlds Meet, Witkovsky and Shoss have created a must-have manual for grandparents seeking intentional, impactful connections with grandchildren progressing from preteen into adulthood—that tough period when kids naturally pull away. Sage advice, actionable items, journaling prompts, and stories from grandparents and grandchildren reflecting on their bond provide a practical guide for all grandparents, whether long-distance, local, or sharing a multigenerational household.


− Lisa Carpenter, founder of GrandmasBriefs.com and author of “The First-Time Grandmother’s Journal
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“Where Two Worlds Meet: A Guide to Connecting with Your Grandchildren” is a book built on passion, real-life experience, hope, and the power of love. Witkovsky and his associate Shoss, share Witkovsky’s life-long commitment to strengthening and celebrating the bonds that make families grow while maximizing the potential and individuality of each of the family members.”


− Bruce Mondschain, Catalyst Associates
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“Where Two Worlds Meet is a Must-Have Book! The authors provide such creative and innovative ways to connect with grandchildren and as a grandparent and former school principal I highly recommend this book.”


− Debbie Saviano, Social Media Strategist, and Speaker
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“If you are looking for valuable patterns for enhancing relationships between grandparents and teenage grandchildren—and for experiences, ideas, and stories galore, particularly about creating three-generational values and preserving cultural values, this book should be on your list.”


− Linda and Richard Eyre, New York Times #1 Bestselling Authors whose most recent books are Grandmothering and Being a Proactive Grandfather
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 I dedicate this book to the memory of my wife, Margaret, my partner for fifty-two years; To my daughter, Ellen, and her husband, Don; my son, Michael, and his wife, Julie; and to the people who are my world and whose world I never want to leave: my grandchildren and their growing families—Aidan, Merete, Benny and his wife, Corina; Kathryn and her husband, Lance; Ethan and his wife, Erin: parents of my great-grandchildren, Aldo and Sage Margaret; Jessica and her husband, Travis.


—Jerry Witkovsky
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 Banana cake and noodle kugel, fierce independence, and an entrepreneurial spirit are some of the gifts from my long and wonderful relationships with all four of my grandparents: Lydia, Lou, Ethel, and James. This book is dedicated to them and to my parents, Sammy and Bill, and to Vovó Antonia for being such phenomenal and involved grandparents. I’m grateful for my husband, Eugênio; our son, Lucca (the teenager!); and my sisters Brenda and Cara, for her support as this book evolved. And this book is dedicated to Jerry Witkovsky, who inspires me every day with his creativity, commitment, and passion for grandparenting. He teaches us that, like a rocket, life is an upward trajectory. You never stop learning, creating, and contributing.


—Deanna Shoss
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If you look deeply into the palm of your hand, you will see your parents and all generations of your ancestors. All of them are alive in this moment. Each is present in your body. You are the continuation of each of these people.


—Thich Nhat Hanh










INTRODUCTION



When grandchildren are young, a sweet treat, a new toy, or a visit to the museum is enough to inspire their unconditional adoration. Then your grandchildren grow up. Suddenly they are teenagers and it’s not so easy.


Where Two Worlds Meet starts with the teenage years, a time when your grandchildren are discovering who they want to be as independent beings in the world. This book is about how to understand what life looks like through your grandchild’s eyes, and how to invite your grandchildren to experience what life is like for you.


Sure, you live on the same planet, perhaps the same country, or even the same house, but you sense a distance growing between you and your grandchildren. There are so many reasons for this. It is developmentally on-target for teens to pull away from those they love, as their brains undergo massive change starting around age twelve. While that may be a solid, science-based explanation, it sure doesn’t make it any easier as your teenage grandchildren turn away from you and toward their peers for trusted answers to everything. They are more involved in school activities, and academics are more demanding. You, too, may also be adapting to a new stage of life. As you near retirement and plan for what’s next, you have a wonderful opportunity to travel and visit family, pursue hobbies, or take classes. You are also adjusting to all the body and energy changes that come with aging.


And perhaps you find yourself in a world that has changed so much, and not always for the better. This can be hard to comprehend.


You and your grandchild are from different generations, each with its own fashion and music, pop stars, technology, and world-framing events. And there is no doubt about it: the generation into which a person is born has a profound impact on that individual’s view of the world. Indeed, even teenage behavior is defined by its generation. Think of the teens who went off to World War II, those who attended Woodstock, or a how a teen today can start a global movement with their ideas and access to the internet.


Our teenage grandchildren need us now more than ever. In 2021, the Surgeon General declared kids in crises—particularly with COVID and its variants, depression and suicide among teens is the highest it has ever been. Grandparents are uniquely prepared to help, support, and relate to their teenage grandchildren. We’ve lived through the Holocaust, the Great Depression, the polio epidemic, Vietnam and the draft—we’ve got the life experience of survivors. As grandparents, we must do everything we can to be there for our grandchildren. We would do that no matter what. This book gives you the how.


Where Two Worlds Meet explores the grandparent-grandchild relationship through an intergenerational lens. It provides real tactics you can use to create a culture in your family where sharing is a two-way street, and that will bring you and your grandchild, and your whole family, closer together. That’s super critical in today’s environment where the future is so uncertain.


I’m delighted to bring you on this amazing journey with me. I’m your narrator, Jerry Witkovsky. Like you, I am a grandparent wildly in love with my grandchildren, who—like yours—are the most amazing, brilliant, attractive, and accomplished grandchildren in all the world. My late wife, Margaret, and I were blessed with six of them: three girls and three boys born between 1983 and 2002, and two great-grandchildren born in 2017 and 2020.


For the last sixty years, grandparenting has been the focus of my life and work. From the moment I earned my Master of Social Work (MSW) in 1952, I focused on youth programming, but always as it connected back to the whole family. As a residential camp director in Wisconsin, I introduced the first grandparents weekend in 1970, inviting grandparents to see firsthand the exuberance of their grandchildren immersed in the camp environment. Many were inspired to join in, taking a turn on the zip line or the climbing wall. That sure was a delightful surprise for grandparents and grandchildren! As General Director of the Jewish Community Center (JCC) of Chicago, I transformed the mission of the organization to focus on the dynamics of the entire family, from early childhood through older adults. Along the way I have researched and lectured about grandparenting issues, developed community and school-based programs that allow intergenerational bonds to flourish, and facilitated support groups for grandparents.


Even though these grandparents were a diverse group, their concerns were startlingly similar. Things like:




	How do I stay connected to grandchildren, especially as they grow up and I age?


	How can I play an active role in nurturing my grandchildren when I’ve had a less-than-ideal relationship with one, or both, of their parents?


	With all the stresses and distractions of modern life, how can our family unit be truly supportive of each other, enrich each other’s lives, and create lasting memories?


	What is my personal legacy to this family? And what can I do to make an impact, or to impart something of value while I’m still around?





Where Two Worlds Meet shifts the power from “How do I make it happen?” to “How do we build it together?”


My creative partner and coauthor, Deanna Shoss, calls me a “grandparenting activist.” I speak across the country, set up programs for grandparents at area schools, and I’m featured on the radio, TV, and in the news. I’m particularly proud of the Grandparents! Write Your Stories program, created with the JCC and YMCA of Chicago, with hundreds of grandparents from three continents signing up to receive writing prompts for stories to share with their grandchildren. In this book, you’ll hear my stories as well as those of grandparents I’ve encountered along the way.


While you might not hear directly from Deanna in the pages of this book, you’ll see her partnership throughout. She is not yet a grandma, but she does know about entering the worlds of other people. Deanna speaks four languages and relishes life in her Jewish-Brazilian interfaith, intercultural family. She also adds her perspective as the adult child and the parent of a teenager, applying the tools in this book to her own family. Deanna is a long-time marketer and intercultural writer, trainer, and researcher. She has helped me take the tenets of cultural competence—self-awareness, empathy, flexibility, curiosity, and tolerance for ambiguity—and apply them to deepening the grandparent-grandchild connection. Grandparenting is all about the love. Our goal by using some of the ideas from interculturalism and intergenerational exchange is to help you be the most powerful and engaged grandparent you can be.


Thanks to increased longevity, many of us may have forty or more years to participate in the lives of our grandchildren! And that’s not the only good news. Living near each other (or having the means to undertake regular visits) is no longer essential to maintaining close family ties thanks to burgeoning communications technologies and easy-access social networks that are being embraced by older adults in record numbers. This translates into a wealth of opportunities for us to have a profound and enduring mutual connection with our grandchildren.


Each chapter of this book focuses on an action you can take to bring your family together across the generations. You can read them in order or start with the chapter you want to explore first. There are fun activities to gain perspective on each other’s generation. You’ll learn how to exchange stories with your grandchildren to forge bonds around common life milestones, regardless of age. You’ll also learn how to give voice to your values and to add meaning to your time together with your grandchildren. Chapter 9 has specific initiatives you can do now to understand your legacy and know how you inspire your grandchildren. And you’ll get a chance to make amends, if needed, with the generation in between: your grandchildren’s parents (your adult children). How can you navigate your interdependence, practice forgiveness, and heal old wounds? That’s all part of the process of seeing things from another person’s perspective. That’s the power of entering each other’s world.


These concepts are applicable to all kinds of families. You bring the values. You provide the ideas, talents, and experiences. What this book teaches are skills to allow you to bring your whole self to the relationship, how to embrace your grandchild and let them see you—complete with your struggles and triumphs and as a full person, not only in your relationship to them. Experience the world as they see it and don’t be afraid to let them into your world.


The benefits of consciously and deliberately entering each other’s world are powerful for all involved:




	Grandparents are able to impart wisdom without lording over the rest of the family. They show themselves to be flexible thinkers who are open to new ideas.


	Adult children may see a different side of their parents by hearing new stories shared with grandchildren. And adult parents get support during these more challenging teenage years.


	Teenage grandchildren who are made to feel that their perspective and experiences matter, that they are truly heard, are less likely to tune out the voices of others. They develop pride and confidence in their own ideas and accomplishments and aren’t so quick to view their elders as prehistoric purveyors of obsolete notions.





Typically, sharing families will debate vigorously about ideas. Disagreements inevitably happen at some point. Whether they are about current events, personal beliefs, or where to go for dinner, they just aren’t automatically as aggressively personal when every member actively tries to enter the other’s world and at least tries to understand their perspective even if they don’t agree. When nobody’s on the attack, nobody’s on the defensive. Even as everyone’s priorities, interests, and experiences change with age, the approach of sharing your world with your family generates a mutual trust that will grow along with you.


Journaling Expeditions


At the end of each chapter, you’ll find Journaling Expeditions. These are questions and prompts to inspire you to adapt what you learned from each chapter to your own family and relationship with your grandchildren.


I encourage you to get a notebook or create a document on your computer to accompany your reading of this book. Write down your answers and commit to acting. I also urge you to share your questions and answers with your adult children and grandchildren along the way to let them know of your commitment and desire to connect more deeply with them.


Letters from Grandchildren, Stories from Grandparents


Don’t take only my word for it—this book is peppered with amazing letters from grandchildren representing a diversity of ages and backgrounds who submitted their stirring personal memories about a grandparent’s impact on their lives.


A number of the contributors are either professional or aspiring writers, but many are not. Some of their reflections are charming, some are immensely uplifting, and all are full of love and admiration. Interestingly, among our respondents, more than one is a grandchild of Holocaust survivors. Their deeply poignant reflections illustrate that even families marked by epic trauma and loss have the capacity to regenerate and become wellsprings for inspiration and positive living.


You’ll also see stories from other grandparents I know who share their challenges as grandparents and their successes with implementing the ideas in this book.


I hope this chorus of voices, together with my own, will send forth the message that grandparents really matter, and that a grandparent’s light—whether it shines only briefly or for many years—can illuminate a family’s path for generations to come.










CHAPTER 1



Bring Your Whole Self to the Relationship


Grandparents can have a transformative effect on their family when they unleash their creativity, share their unique talents, and give voice to the things they are passionate about. I don’t mean creativity in terms of specific arts like painting or poetry, although these are great to share. Creativity is about the way in which you bring your whole self to the relationship with your grandchildren, including all your assets and a willingness to be vulnerable.


We don’t always know what will stick with our grandchildren, the things they will learn from us, and what they will remember most. Unless you ask. Throughout this book, I invited grandchildren, including my own, to contribute letters about what they had learned from a grandparent. In true contrarian teenager fashion, my grandson Benny, age seventeen at the time he wrote this, spent much of the letter explaining to me why I was wrong.






Respect for Conviction Even in Disagreement


I am confused—but then again, so are you. I’m not sure if this letter is supposed to be about specific things—ideas, skills, bits of wisdom—that I have learned from you. Or if it is supposed to be about the way I watch you interact with the world and how I see those same traits in myself. And I don’t think you know what you want the letter to be about either.


That’s why I think what really interests you is the way of “being” that you have passed on. But then why is that something that should be written and published? I have told you before, so I think you know. And how does it serve as a teaching tool?


You cannot change or craft your way of being to teach me. As I believe I have told you, “You don’t get to choose what I watch and learn from you; it happens no matter what.” So, the family is a tool for teaching personality, intentionally and unintentionally, without a letter or a meeting or a plan.


Then I realize that I said this to you some five or six years ago. You have always been concerned with how the grandparent ensures that their essence is passed on either through a living legacy, teachable moments, or a family learning community.


It is that commitment to an idea that I have learned from you. I have watched you redefine your quest as you have been turned down, encouraged, and questioned. I have seen you take some criticism and ignore others. And I have learned how to explore an idea that you know has some inherent truth but that you are ceaselessly morphing and searching for the best way to define, understand, and present.


I don’t know what my idea will be yet, but I hope I own it with the same conviction.


Love,


Benny (written at 17)





For me, bringing my whole self to the relationship meant leading with my business background, which was integral to my identity, and which I recognized as a strength that would help me connect with my family. That’s who I am and what I know. For other grandparents, that might be your experience as a teacher, artist, doctor, or farmer. Embrace the power of who you are and use it to connect with your grandchildren.


Benny’s letter captures one aspect that was important to me in my professional leadership roles: the power of setting an example and committing to action. Benny first challenged me about this idea when he was twelve. I will take that as a compliment to my consistent commitment to expressing my vision for my family. Benny is now finishing his doctoral thesis in sociology. He definitely has found his idea.


The Day Your First Grandchild Is Born


From the moment your first grandchild is born, you have the opportunity to begin building the memories your grandchildren will cherish forever. Everything you need is already within you. Bringing your whole self to the relationship is the key to igniting this magical connection.


My first grandchild was born in 1983. When we got to the hospital, my wife went in to be with our daughter. My son-in-law said to me, “Come on, I’ll take you to meet your granddaughter.” We walked down the hall to the nursery, and he pointed and said, “There’s Jessica.”


I tapped on the window and said, “Jessica. It’s me. Grandpa.” Nothing. So I tapped on the window again. Still nothing. I was going to walk away and then thought, One more time. I tapped on the window. “It’s Grandpa.” Out came her arm from the cover. I imagined a great big smile, her moving hand certainly must be an intentional wave. Then she put her arm back in and fell asleep.


That’s when I got hooked. I experienced that feeling of walking on air the moment I laid eyes on each of my grandchildren, starting that day with Jessica.


Love and Caring Prevails


Grandparenting a teenager can take a leap of faith. It’s going to be hard, especially when it feels like they are emotionally blocking you or simply don’t have time to spend with you anymore. Now is the time to double down on your giving of unconditional love and caring. You know in your heart that your grandchildren love you, even as they are rolling their eyes or saying hurtful things now that they are teenagers. Remind yourself that it’s not personal. You know this because of your great history together. Remember the struggle of parenting your children when they were teens, or even your own behavior from when you were a teenager. (What would your parents say?) And remember the first time you fell in love with each of your grandchildren. You can almost conjure their baby smell, the feeling of them all swaddled in a blanket in your arms.



 My Grandparenting Foundation


My grandparenting years started when I was still in the prime of my career as the general director of the JCCs of Chicago. Even after I had retired, I was still quite active, and remain so, as a consultant and a community volunteer. Given my many years in the field, I had long been cognizant of the important role that grandparents and extended families play in a child’s life and development.


So, you might assume that my determination to be the very best grandfather I could be would have kicked in immediately. But that’s not quite how it happened.


Like many of you today, I was very busy. Then there was a matter of distance. My son, Michael, and his family live in Madison, Wisconsin, a three-hour drive from my home in Chicago at the time. My daughter, Ellen, started raising her family in a neighboring Chicago suburb. She, her husband, and their two daughters relocated to Los Angeles when their daughters were eighteen and fourteen.


And there was another kind of distance too. Oh, we all got along quite well when we got together several times a year for Thanksgiving, Passover, and such, but—like in many families—along with the obvious love and affection, there were areas of wariness and contention that probably had been smoldering quietly since Michael and Ellen were teenagers.


 I wasn’t much different of a grandfather, I suppose, than I was a father. Which meant that I was very caring. And, did I mention, very busy?


It’s been a grandparenting journey of almost four decades. But as far as being a planful grandparent, I’ll begin on a beautiful fall day in 1992 when Margaret and I learned that Benny, who is our fourth grandchild, then just two years old, had suddenly taken ill and needed to be hospitalized. We immediately jumped into our car and drove to Madison to see how we could support our son’s young family.


During those difficult days and nights in the pediatric ICU, I had a feeling that the four of us—Margaret and I, and Benny’s frightened parents—were suspended together in another dimension. Stripped of our daily preoccupations and petty disagreements, we were remarkably in sync, bound by a common purpose. We needed to operate together as an effective team to do everything we could for Benny and his big brother, eight-year-old Ethan.


I have to say, we were quite the team. By truly listening to each other, focusing on our joint mission, and working to our individual strengths, we mapped out a workable plan: who would pick up Ethan at school, who would stay with Benny, who would get the groceries, who would field the nonstop phone calls, and so on. Without fear, embarrassment, or recrimination, we were able to be honest with each other, too, about who might need a break and who might need a hug, who yearned for an encouraging word or a place to pray, and who wanted to be left alone.


Throughout Benny’s illness and subsequent recuperation, as the circumstances changed, so did our plan.


After the ordeal had passed, I was indescribably relieved that Benny was doing so well and proud of how each of us had managed to step up to the plate. Yet, one thing nagged at me. I wondered: Why does it always take events like this to make people genuinely attuned to each other’s needs and to be fully present for one another? Why should it take near tragedy to remind us how much we value and rely on each other? Of course, these are the questions that most of us ask ourselves at critical life junctures. All too often, however, after that crisis passes, so does our resolve.


And sure enough, as Benny blessedly returned to full health, our busy family returned to business as usual. This left me with more questions. Outside of a crisis, when it comes to the enormously complex dance of human relationships, how can we possibly know what’s in another person’s heart and what their true hierarchy of goals is? How can we possibly know their convictions, their struggles, or their deepest yearnings? We can’t know unless we actively seek to find out. That process of finding out is a basic tenet of my training as a social worker. It starts with self-awareness and the practice of looking deeply into the soul of who you are to better serve others. It dawned on me that this seasoned social worker needed to look deep into the soul of his own family unit and apply to his own life what he knew to be effective models to foster genuine communication, connection, and growth.


To bring your whole self to the relationship means you are aware of all that you offer and that you are willing to embrace discomfort by exposing your vulnerability in sharing everything with your grandchildren and adult children. That needs to be your guiding framework as a grandparent.


Start Where You Are with What You Know


Bringing my whole self to the forefront with my grandchildren wasn’t easy at first. It had been a long time since I had been around babies and toddlers. Because I was the director of a children’s camp for ages eight through sixteen, I felt like I was supposed to know all of the right things to do when it came to children of all ages. Yet I was afraid to say the wrong thing and be rejected by my grandchildren. As a social worker, I was more concerned about their development and emotional state, asking them questions about how they felt, rather than what their favorite ice cream flavor was. Engaging with youngsters seemed to come so naturally to my wife, Margaret. She was a tirelessly creative and fun grandmother, always ready to pull out her craft materials or to play a spirited game of Scrabble. Those were her things and how she interacted with our grandchildren, but I wanted to find my own identity in how I connected with my grandchildren.


I fell back on what I knew best: my business and management experience. Managers know how to identify and fill a skill gap. My learning deficit at the time was how to relate to toddlers. Good managers start with research, and they are not afraid to ask questions and admit what they don’t know. I asked my adult children, “What do my grandchildren like to do for fun? What are their favorite snacks, books, toys, and places to go?” I bought all of their favorites and made a “Grandpa’s Fun Box” that was theirs to explore whenever they came over.
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