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  INTRODUCTION

  Grandparents

  I feel very fortunate to have known and spent time with three of my grandparents, my mum’s parents and my dad’s mother—sadly my dad’s father died before I was born—and I feel even more fortunate to have had my mum’s mother around until I was in my thirties.

  I’ve always believed that Grandma, my dad’s mother, was—if such a thing is possible—a saint on earth. At age 30 she went into the hospital for eye treatment; the doctor mistook her for another patient and gave her an injection in both eyes that made her lose her sight and become totally blind. Her response, incredibly, was “God bless him, anyone can make a mistake.” In her sixties she lost the use of her legs and became bedridden until the end of her life at the age of 80. Unable to see or leave her bed, she accepted her fate comfortably and was forever kind and considerate. She was looked after by her sister, my great aunt Lena.

  We used to visit Grandma and Aunty Lena every Sunday, but being a very shy youngster I rarely spoke to Grandma, possibly because I was never on my own with her. I see now what a huge loss that was, and if I could turn back the clock I would love to have spent more time with her, find out about her earlier life and her thoughts and views on the world. We could have had some very interesting conversations.

  My mum’s father, Gag (it was the nearest I could say to “granddad” when I was little and the name stuck), was a very practical person who would spend a lot of time in his shed doing “granddad” things like repairing shoes and making furniture, or in his room upstairs doing some very impressive calligraphy. He made me a dolls’ house, and also calligraphy posters for my wall. One of the most special things he made for me was a tiny, tiny gold cardboard box, big enough to hold just one grain of rice on which he had written my name.

  Nan, my mum’s mother, took me under her wing from an early age and I used to spend a lot of time with her. She taught me Scottish Country Dancing in her living room; we would color in paper doilies together; and we would make bead curtains out of string, dark green beads and tiny, rolled up pieces of wallpaper. She was an avid bowls player and so I learned to play crown green bowls and accompanied her to tournaments.

  For a special treat we would take a train to the beach 20 miles away, collect cockle shells, come home, paint them and then use them to decorate plant pots.

  Sometimes on a Saturday Nan would go to the local shops, then come to our house on the way back with her food shopping. She used to buy a big slice of cheese for my granddad and would break bits off the end to give to me. Then she would whisper “I won’t tell your Gag that I’ve given you some of the cheese, I’ll tell him the mice must have eaten the end of it.” I thought that was very funny, and it was our special secret. I genuinely thought that Gag would believe the mice had eaten some of his cheese.

  I wish I’d had a book like this when I was growing up, so that I could spend purposeful time with my grandparents where we found out more about each other and had some interesting discussions. I’d love to have known more about their childhood, their dreams, the world they grew up in, their chores around the house, what their parents were like, what their bedroom was like, the interesting incidents in their life, and their thoughts on various issues. Many of those were things I never thought to ask about, and although some of them cropped up in conversation from time to time, there is so much more about my grandparents I could have found out. I know it would have created a greater bond between us.

  As you have a copy of this book, you most likely have a grandchild or grandchildren you’d like to have meaningful conversations with. How fortunate that you are in this situation where you can spend precious time chatting with your grandchildren. The bond between grandparent and grandchild can be a very special and enriching one for both parties.

  And how wonderful for your grandchildren that they have grandparents who want to spend time with them. These times are very precious and you will be creating some very special memories together. Perhaps they will find out a lot of really cool stuff about you that they don’t already know!

  As a grandparent you may be fortunate to have time that parents, and especially single parents, don’t. You may play a particular role, such as sharing the family history or sharing your skills, being an educator, a listener, an advisor, a provider of fun. Perhaps through conversation you can find other ways to enhance your role. And perhaps your grandchildren will play a very special role for you—maybe something as simple as being a listener to your stories—without even realizing it.

  Why a conversation starters book specifically for grandparents?

  Grandparents are a growing force. They comprise a large percentage of the population, are generally younger in age and outlook, and are having fuller lives than grandparents of the past. A large proportion of grandparents thoroughly enjoy the grandparenting role and love spending time with their grandchildren.

  Purpose of the book

  The main purpose of the book is to facilitate conversations between grandparents and grandchildren, bringing in a wide and varied range of topics to talk about, and in a range of different ways. The book makes the assumption that the grandparents and grandchildren have a fundamentally emotionally healthy relationship.

  How well do you and your grandchildren know each other? Conversation starters can stimulate communication and touch on topics that you may not have thought of. They can help you find out how interesting the other person is!

  Grandchildren can ask their grandparents questions to find out more about them, their views, their ideas, and their preferences.

  Equally, grandparents can ask their grandchildren questions to find out more about them and their views, as well as jointly making up stories or fun scenarios together, and doing activities that can lead to some interesting learning about each other.

  However, while being a grandparent includes grandchildren it also includes a lot more. This book respects the different aspects of life that are present now that you have reached the stage of being a grandparent. It gives you the opportunity to look at other topics through conversations you can have with your children, your partner, your friends, and others, not only about grandparenting, but also about other facets of your life, and issues facing grandparents today. For example: your relationship, plans for the future, family challenges, issues regarding aging, travel, money, work or business, and fun!

  A very easy book to dip into, Conversation Starters for Every Grandparent is suitable for grandparents, parents, grandchildren, and friends of grandparents and contains conversation starter topics that are warm, loving, interesting, thought-provoking, silly, challenging, and fun.

  They provide the opportunity for laughter, intellectual discussion, ways to deal with challenges, making plans, finding out more about each other, and especially the chance to building stronger connections with your family members and friends.


  USING THE BOOK

  A benefit of this book is that you can use it for as long or short a period as you like, either in one-on-one situations or when there are a few of you together. You can simply dip into it when you are with your grandchild, child, partner, or friends and want to have a light-hearted conversation, or you can set aside time and create the right environment if you want to discuss a more in-depth topic. Ultimately the aim is to use the conversation starters as a way to build deeper connections with others.

  1. How the book is organized

  The book comprises:

  Speaking skills

  This section contains suggested techniques for building speaking skills and enhancing conversations in general, and highlights issues to be aware of when having conversations with children.

  Questions and conversation starters

  The 1000 questions and conversation starters fall into five separate sections:

  1.   For grandchildren to ask their grandparents

  2.   For grandparents to ask their grandchildren

  3.   For grandparents to ask their adult children

  4.   For grandparent couples to ask each other

  5.   For grandparents in general conversation to ask fellow grandparents and other adults

  The starters consist of 100 different topic areas, each containing ten questions or conversation starters.

  The starters fall into many types of categories, including ones that are fact finding, “What is your favorite book?”, ones that pose hypothetical questions, “If you were given $1000 what would you spend it on?”, and ones that ask for others’ views, “What kinds of films, TV programs, and books are not suitable for young children?”. There are other ways conversations can start and so you will also find starters such as storytelling, activities, and questions posed to an advice columnist.

  Sometimes you will find similar versions of the same starter in different categories, for example, a grandchild can ask a grandparent, “Did you like school?” while a grandparent can ask a grandchild, “What do you like best about your school?”

  Towards the end of the book there is space for you to make a note of any of your favorite starters or to compile some of your own.

  Quotes

  Quotes have been sprinkled throughout the conversation starters, firstly for pleasure, and secondly as a way to provide interesting perspectives on issues. Quotes can provide new and different angles on topics, and can spark off ideas that may enhance conversations. They can help develop your thinking about an issue and perhaps give an outlook you hadn’t considered before. They can also act as conversation starters in themselves, and may prompt some interesting discussions.

  There are two hundred quotes on different topics by a wide variety of people. They fall into three categories:

  •   Quotes about grandparents, grandchildren, and children (GPCH)

  •   Quotes about couples (CP)

  •   Quotes about conversation (CN)

  The letters (GPCH), (CP), or (CN) will be found in front of each quote.

  Keepsake memories

  In the print book, there are blank pages for you to make a note of the interesting points or stories arising from your conversations. Use the template at the end of the book to create your own keepsake memories.

  For example, since my children were small I’ve kept a note of some of the wonderful things they have said, and I love reading them and sharing them with the children. It produces much laughter. This is a conversation between my husband and our daughter when she was six years old:

  
    
      
      
    
    
      	
        Daughter:

      
      	
        Dad, how old do you need to be before you’ll be a granddad?

      
    

    
      	
        Husband:

      
      	
        I don’t need to be a particular age; something needs to happen before I become a granddad.

      
    

    
      	
        Daughter:

      
      	
        What?

      
    

    
      	
        Husband:

      
      	
        For me to be a granddad YOU need to do something. You need to have a …?

      
    

    
      	
        Daughter:

      
      	
        … a bath?

      
    

  

  Writing down anecdotes and interesting points from conversations will serve as a way of preserving special memories, and will be a source of pleasure when you look back on them in the future. You may like to pass on the book to your grandchildren as a memento.

  2. Suggestions for using the starters

  The starters can be used with many people, and cover many topics, so there are a few things to bear in mind.

  Choose appropriate starters

  When using the starters with children, choose ones that are appropriate for the age of your grandchild.

  For example, questions such as, “If your teddy or your favorite toy came to life, what would you do together?” would be used for younger grandchildren, while ones such as, “Do teenagers get bad publicity in the media, unfairly?” would be used for older grandchildren.

  Amend the starters

  Sometimes you can adapt the starters to fit with the circumstances. For example, for teenage grandchildren you could amend the starter, “What’s the best thing about being a child?” to, “What’s the best thing about being a teenager?” Or, if the question asks about mom and dad such as, “Let’s pretend we have to make up a show to perform for your mom and dad. What shall we do?” and they only have one parent, simply amend it to fit the situation.

  Or, in the Grandparent Couples section one of the starters is, “Do you feel as protective towards our grandchildren as you did towards our children?” This assumes the couple has the same children and grandchildren. If not, you could amend it to, “Do you feel as protective towards your grandchildren as you did towards your children?”

  Use starters at appropriate times

  Some of the starters may not be suited to beginning a “cold” conversation. For example, you might feel it’s not appropriate to begin a conversation with your adult child with, “Is there anything I could do to be a better grandparent?” Or you may not want to start a conversation with another adult with one of the more challenging issues in the Advice Column sections. It may be better to create the right environment by starting a conversation with more general issues, then build up to more sensitive topics.

  Create a safe environment

  People will be unwilling to talk, and conversation is likely to shut down, if they feel they are going to be judged or have their contribution ridiculed or disputed in an unpleasant way.

  Create a safe conversational environment where people feel that they, and their contributions, are valued and that they can trust that you and others will respect their views.

  Sensitive issues

  Be careful when talking about certain topics, as some may be sensitive issues for children or others. You do not have to use all the starters. If you feel the topic may cause people to feel upset or challenged, then simply move on to another starter; there are many to choose from.

  Use them again

  You can use some of the starters more than once. Some starters, such as Tell a Story or Joint Stories, easily lend themselves to being used more than once.

  Some you can use at a later date—say months or even years later—and you may find you get a different response. For example: “Who is your best friend at school?” “What’s the best thing about being a grandparent?” “What is something special about your grandchild that makes you proud of them?”

  Types of starters

  Most of the starters are questions or issues to discuss; however there are other ways that conversations can start, and so there are starters that are:

  •   Story starters, either stories for you to tell your grandchild, or joint stories you can make up together. You can learn a lot about a child from the stories they tell, the way they think, and the issues they bring into the story. Asking children to tell joint stories with you has additional benefits, as it allows them to use their imagination and creativity, works their memory, hones their listening skills, and develops confidence in speaking. The stories may also spark off new lines of conversation, or you can pick up on something your grandchild mentions and ask them about it at the end.

  •   Activities. There are suggested activities you can do with your grandchild, along with suggested topics to talk about while you are doing them. Some children (and adults!), especially those who are quiet or who are not naturally talkative, find it easier to have a conversation while focusing on something else, rather than focusing on having a conversation. You can use the activities for their own sake and let conversation arise naturally on any subject, or you could use them to bring up a specific topic you’d like to talk about. The activities provide the potential to start some interesting lines of conversation.

  •   Advice columns. These starters contain issues to discuss with other adults. In these sections you are to imagine that you’re an advice columnist who specializes in giving advice to grandparents, and have to give your recommendations regarding the problems presented. The advice column technique is a way to look at actual or potential issues and how you might deal with them by being one step removed. They can be useful ways to discuss how to tackle difficult issues such as illness, long distance grandparenting, and family challenges.

  Practical uses

  •   For younger children, you will have to read out, or help read out, the questions they will be asking you.

  •   If children are old enough to read, you can invite them to read out the quotes included in the topics, as well as the starters. They may also serve as a conversation starter.

  •   You can work through the topics in any order. For example, you could choose one section at a time and work through all ten topics, or you could pick the first ones from a range of topics.

  •   You could keep the book handy, say in your bag or in the glove compartment of your vehicle, or you could write out a number of topics, or take a photo of them with your phone, and keep them with you to use when you are with your grandchildren or others.
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