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Introduction





  The Gallup Poll has become synonymous with accurate statistics on what people really think, how they live, and what they do. Founded in 1935 by statistician Dr. George Gallup, the Gallup Organization continues to provide the world with unbiased research on who we really are.




  From recent Gallup Polls, we can learn a great deal about the modern family. For example, a June 2007 Gallup Poll reported that Americans, on average, believe the ideal number of children for a family to have these days is 2.5. This includes 56 percent of Americans who think it is best to have a small family of one, two, or no children, and 34 percent who think it is ideal to have a larger family of three or more children; nine percent have no opinion. Another recent Gallup Poll found that when Americans were asked, “Do you think homosexual couples should or should not have the legal right to adopt a child,” 49 percent of Americans said they should, and 48 percent said they shouldn’t; 43 percent supported the legalization of gay marriage, while 57 percent did not. Yet another poll found that 34 percent of Americans feel a conflict between the demands of their professional life and their family life; 39 percent still believe that one parent should ideally stay home with the children while the other works.




  Keep in mind that Gallup Polls do not tell us what is right or wrong. They don’t report on what people should think—only on what they do think. And what is clear from Gallup Polls is that while the shape of families is changing in our modern world, the concept of family is still vital to our sense of who we are and how we interact with others. An indication of this is the 2008 Gallup poll that found that three out of four Americans reported that family values are important, while one in three said they are “extremely” important.




  And how do Americans define “family values”? According to the same poll, here’s what Americans say is their definition of a family: a strong unit where faith and morals, education and integrity play important roles within the structure of a committed relationship.




  The books in the series demonstrate that strong family units come in all shapes and sizes. Those differences, however, do not change the faith, integrity, and commitment of the families who tell their stories within these books.
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    Terms to Understand




    sociologists: people who study human beings and how they interact with each other and form groups.




    epidemics: things that occur suddenly, spread quickly, and affect a large number of people.




    incarceration: being put in prison.




    vulnerable: able to be hurt.




    internalize: to take an idea or emotion and make it personal.




    baby boomer: someone born during a time of increased birth rates, especially those born after World War II, between 1946 and 1965.


  




  Traditionally, families go to their grandparents’ home for holiday meals; children may spend special weeks in summer at Grandma’s house. For many children, Grandma’s house is the place where you get spoiled. But nowadays, that’s changing. More and more children are going to their grandparents’ house—to stay.




  Between 1980 and the end of the twentieth century, the number of children living with their grandparents increased by nearly 50 percent. By 2000, more than 4 million American children were being raised by grandparents. Five years later, that number had climbed to 6 million, about one in every eight children.




  Sociologists say this recent trend in American families is caused by a number of factors. These include the public health epidemics of drug abuse, teen pregnancy, HIV/AIDS, and violence. Divorce and incarceration are also factors that contribute to grandparents needing to step in and raise their children’s children.




  Raising children is not easy for grandparents at a time in their lives when both their energy levels and income have gone down. Young children require a level of care that can be exhausting, and grandparents who take on this responsibility often find their health suffers as a result. Care-giving grandparents may also feel overwhelmed and depressed; they may feel lonely and isolated from others their own age; they may not know where to turn for help. And when they made their financial plans for their old age, they probably weren’t counting on raising another set of children.
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    In earlier generations, grandparents were often members of the household. They helped with childcare while receiving the support they needed from their own children. In today’s society, however, the generations are less likely to live together.
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    President Barack Obama (shown here as a young man with his grandmother at his high school graduation) is a good example of someone who lived with a grandparent during part of his growing-up years. He credits his grandmother with teaching him and inspiring him—but he also recognizes that she had biases and prejudices typical of white women of her generation.


  




  Grandparents raising their children’s children also face legal issues. Since they are responsible for their grandchildren’s medical care, schooling, and other care aspects, they need to have the legal authorization to make needed decisions. Otherwise, authorities may view them as simply babysitters and deny them the rights and assistance they need (such as health insurance). The legal arrangements that can be made by grandparents raising their grandchildren are adoption, guardianship, foster-parent status, and caregiver’s authorization. Seeking to adopt a grandchild can be financially expensive—and it may be emotionally draining as well, since it often puts grandparents at odds with their child, the parent of their grandchildren. Adoption is the most secure and stable outcome for the children, though.
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