














PRAISE FOR CAMP GRANDMA


“Over the river and through the woods to a totally different kind of grandmother! In this unique and wonderful book, Day offers a new and refreshing perspective on being a twenty-first-century grandmother. Readers will experience an enjoyable story and gain ideas and creative ways of helping their own grandchildren grow strong, think critically, and have fun all at the same time. Funny, wise, clever, practical, and helpful, Camp Grandma presents a new layer to consider in the relationship between grand-parent and grandchild.”


—LAREE KIELY, PhD, President, WeWill, Inc.


“By sharing her life experiences, Marianne Waggoner Day demonstrates how to engage our grandchildren in meaningful opportunities to build their personal skills, as well as their loving relationships with each other and their families, while having fun at the same time. She opens our eyes to what it means to bring our whole life’s experiences to the art of being a grandparent and offers insightful and real-life examples of how to make a positive contribution as a ‘grandma’ in the lives of four very different grandchildren. She shows us that the time today’s active and capable grandparents spend with their grandchildren can be an enriching and impactful experience that goes well beyond our traditional view of grandparents as ‘babysitters.’”


—NANCY J. LAVELLE, PhD, founder and President/CEO, Total Education Solutions, Inc.


“In a time when mobility, social media, and rootlessness characterize the experience of so many of our children, Marianne Waggoner Day describes a wonderful approach that draws on the wisdom of a former era.”


—JOYCE CROFOOT, PhD, clinical psychologist


“An entertaining and effective way to build constructive, long-term relationships with your grandchildren. Good for grandmothers—and grandfathers, too.”


—ROBERT LEECH, financial planner and grandfather


“Camp Grandma not only is a terrific story of how to make the most of your relationships with your grandchildren but also sheds light on the role of grandparents and how we are valued in our society. With a smart and unique perspective on grandparenting, Day uses her experience to connect with her grandchildren and establishes Camp Grandma, a program she created for her grandchildren to teach them about the world we live in. In her book, Day takes the reader on this heartwarming, intelligent, and funny journey to her awareness of the importance of grandparenting and the passing on of information, knowledge, and wisdom to the new generation.”


—JULIE ANNE PERKINS, former educator and mindfulness instructor


“Camp Grandma has a positive and uplifting energy that encourages and inspires this longtime teacher and brand-new grandma to open her heart to new adventures, new learning, and new loves with her grandchild.”


—SUSAN SNYDER, MS Ed, education specialist; general education and special education teacher; Adjunct Instructor, University of La Verne; and new grandma


“Delightfully written with clarity and humor, Camp Grandma is a wise and inspirational book for grandparents and grandparents-to-be. It’s packed with great ideas you can customize for grandchildren of any age. It’s a resource I’ll turn to again and again.”


—JO BONITA RAINS, educator and cultural diversity specialist


“This book gives grandparents an insightful look and guide to help their grandchildren’s development and find value and purpose in their lives while giving them a new sense of value and purpose in their own—an essential need for healthy human existence for all generations. A truly remarkable book that redefines what it means to be a grandparent and gives grandchildren the skills they need to last a lifetime.”


—LUCINDA A. RIBANT, MFT, marriage and family therapist


“As Marianne Waggoner Day eloquently describes her precious camp, one realizes that a grandparent can shed the rules and restrictions that accompany parenthood. Additionally, her camp is seen through the lens of a corporate person—one who encourages playing and working together and problem solving toward common goals.”


—MICHELE A. WAGMAN, speech and language pathologist 




CAMP GRANDMA
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For my family, with all my love




All, everything that I understand, I understand only because I love.


—Leo Tolstoy, War and Peace





PREFACE
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I originally considered calling this book “Please Don’t Call Me a Babysitter.” Not because I have anything against babysitters—heck, I regularly care for my grandchildren in the absence of their parents. I resist the term because it doesn’t begin to describe what grandparents are to our grandchildren. I contend we do far more than just “babysit,” though that has become a term I often hear nowadays in the context of time grandparents spend with their grandchildren. Consider instead that along with being caretakers, we are role models, teachers, historians, storytellers, confidants, mentors, and most importantly, trusted examples of how to love and be loved.


Of course, I didn’t understand the potential of the role when my first grandchild was born. I was at the top of my thirty-plus-year career as a business executive. I continued working five more years (and welcoming several more grandchildren) before I elected to step down from my management position—I wanted to take my foot off the corporate gas pedal, so to speak (still unaware of what was in store for me as a grandparent).


For retirement, my intention was to focus more on myself, a common choice for women who have worked for years trying to have it all, family and career. I started planning for my retirement years. The theme would be balance. I would enjoy the freedom to take better care of my health, exercise on a regular basis, start meditating, and reconnect with my friends and social relations, while staying professionally active with some consulting and business coaching assignments. Oh yes, and travel! It all sounds great, right? A nice balance to it. I felt quite confident that my last chapter was well-defined and sensibly planned out.


But my plans changed. I found something more compelling and much more rewarding: my grandkids.


I knew I wouldn’t be content with being just a babysitter to my grandchildren: playing simple games with them, watching them play in the park for hours, sitting with them as they colored at my kitchen table. Since I was a businesswoman with a tendency to go all in, I went all in with my grandchildren, mining what I learned in the corporate world for their benefit. The result was Camp Grandma, where I teach my grandchildren about the world we live in, as you will see from the activities outlined in this book.


But my grandchildren have taught me as well, perhaps more, if truth be told. I have learned some unexpected and invaluable lessons from them. This reciprocal learning between us—this exchange of wisdoms and experiences—has enriched my life, along with the lives of my grandchildren, measurably and immeasurably.


I didn’t recognize the symbiotic relationship between kids and grandparents before I had grandchildren. And it didn’t hit me all at once. It took time being in their good company. They opened my eyes. When they were born, I knew I would love them. After all, they’re the children of my own two children. But did I understand the power of this perfect match? No way—I didn’t see it coming.


Maybe it’s because of this special symmetry I’ve discovered between grandparents and grandchildren, and the fact of it being such a revelation, that I have to share it. When such riches lie just under the surface—almost in plain sight—we must be encouraged to see them. There is potential to be fulfilled in our later years, more than I ever imagined. And if you’re a grandparent, it’s right there under your nose.





INTRODUCTION:


A PERFECT MATCH
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Kids are so smart. In fact, the only people smarter are old people. So right away with us, they’ve met their match. Kids start life without any filters or rules. They see—or feel—what’s true and act on impulse without worrying what other people will think. Old people (and I still cringe at that description of myself, but hey, it is what it is) embrace life much the same way. We have cast off the filters and useless rules accumulated throughout adulthood that kept us from moving more freely in the world. So we’ve got some things in common with kids: a high degree of perceptivity and a love of freedom. We’ve got one up on them though in that we know what’s coming next for them, which is why we’re in a perfect position to mentor, coach, and prepare kids for what lies ahead.


And with kids, let’s face it, we’ve met our match. They see right through us, so where kids are concerned, we have to keep it honest. Any pretense or canned behavior is out. You’ll lose them fast if all you’re doing is an act. Don’t rob them of the real you by playing to the crowd. Be with them. Be real. They can spot a phony a mile away, which is an extra benefit since we can be ourselves completely, warts and all. That’s quite freeing in itself for kids to see. They can realize that, wow, a person can be his or her unique self. They can be flawed and make mistakes and still be accepted, functioning, even cool and lovable. Kids want you to love them and pay attention to them. So, if you’re there and listening to them and looking at them, at least some of the time, you’ll have a friend for life.


What a gift it is to find this perfect match in old age. What an opportunity! How can we make the most of it? It’s time we focus on the grandparenting role today, its possibilities, how it should be valued, and the way the women’s movement of the last sixty years has reinvigorated and reshaped not only women’s approach to being a grandmother but men’s approach to the grandfather role, as well. Women now have a broader platform of experiences to share and men are more involved with childcare than ever before. So when I hear other grandparents say, “I’m babysitting my grandchildren,” I smile and think to myself, “You are likely doing so much more than babysit!” Babysitters do necessary and important work, caring for kids while their parents are at work or temporarily away. But the grandparent-grandchild relationship is so incredibly special, limitless, and compelling that it changes the childcare dynamic from the stereotypical babysitting job to a much richer and more meaningful experience.


So, of course grandparents do some babysitting, but next time you are caring for your grandchildren in the absence of their parents, take a pause. Be mindful of your influence and unique relationship. Consider sharing more of yourself—your wisdom and your experiences. Go beyond babysitting and be interactive, fully engaged and connected—why set limits on the positive role you can play in the family? Be a mentor to your grandchildren. In contrast to babysitting, mentoring is a commitment of the full and loving self. So who better than the grandparent to help grandchildren grow and develop, significantly improving their chances for a good life?


This book is about how my retirement turned out differently than I expected, how I came to embrace my role as grandmother, using my work-life experiences to connect with my grandchildren and enrich our relationships along the way, as well as how Camp Grandma creatively and organically came to life.


Part 1 of the book reveals a bit about my personal history and the genesis of Camp Grandma. I also discuss how grandparenting is perceived today, as well as my relationship with my own grandparents.


Part 2 gets down to the nuts and bolts of Camp Grandma, which I liken to a corporate retreat for kids. Each chapter contains instructions for educational activities you can do with your grandchildren that cover subjects from goal setting to teamwork. I even discuss the importance of maintaining a good reputation in a world increasingly interconnected by social media and other technology. You can replicate each activity as is or customize it for your grandkids based on their ages and interests. You’ll see how you can build upon your own experience, whatever it is, and offer something special to a grandchild. And if you don’t have the luxury of living close by, take heart. This book will help you find your way to that connection, whether it’s over the phone via Skype, during a weekend visit, or within a few hours of an afternoon.


Part 3 tells about a few of the lessons I’ve learned from being a grandmother—especially what I’ve learned from my grandkids about trust and being open to new experiences. I also acknowledge how I’ve changed as a result.


My story reveals how babysitting can be turned into mentoring. But this is not a how-to on being a good grandparent. Grandparents have already raised their families and know how it is done. This is a celebration of the role and what it means to bring our whole lives’ experiences to the art of being a grandparent. It’s about opportunity—our opportunity to make a difference in the world by connecting with the young. Most of us, especially as we get older, would like to continue to feel we’re making a contribution to the world through community and family. Where better to invest your time than with the newest generation? Your contribution to them will last through their lifetimes. Your investment of energy will pay off for the longest foreseeable extent of time.


There is no one right way to grandparent. All grandparents bring their own unique background and skills into play when they spend time with their grandchildren. Coming from a business background, I used my life lessons, and you will bring yours to discover your own path to more meaningful and enriching relationships with your grandchildren.





PART 1.
THE INSPIRATION
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In the beginning





CHAPTER ONE:


THE GENESIS OF CAMP GRANDMA
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I admit it: I started out as a babysitter with my grandchildren. When they were infants I was an extra pair of arms to hold, change, feed, or burp them. I’d help the newborns get to sleep so Mom and Dad could get a couple of hours’ rest for themselves. I knew how demanding those early weeks are on a young family, so I was more than happy to lend a hand.


I had never given much thought to becoming a grandparent. I guess I assumed it would happen one day, just as I assumed as a young girl that I would eventually get married and have children of my own. It’s a rather traditional and typical unfolding of events, it’s true, so I was thrilled when my daughter and her husband had a son—my first grandchild, Jack, who I proudly announced would be the future leader of world peace! At that time, I was still working and was deeply involved with my career. As president of retail services for CBRE, I led the largest commercial retail real estate practice in the world. Under my management, our company outperformed the competition nearly two to one. Over my career this translated to having globally managed, leased, sold, valued, financed, or advised assets in excess of $190 billion. I was the first woman to earn the company’s prestigious Lifetime Achievement award at the one-hundred-year-old firm. So it was fun to see Jack when I could, and I was happy to help with his care on occasion, but I was still in the throes of my own busy life.


My situation was much the same, workwise, when Jake—the first child of my son and his wife—came along two years later. Once again, I was lucky to be there and share in the joy and miracle of his birth.


A year later came Katie—Jack’s sister. Two years later came Lauren—Jake’s sister. Five years later came Kate, and just recently Paige arrived. They are the daughters of my stepson and his wife. At this time, I have six grandchildren, counting my husband’s (and I do!). I regularly care for and spend time with the four oldest, and they are the characters who came to populate Camp Grandma. (The two youngest are from my second marriage and live some distance away, but they have two wonderful other grandmothers who live nearby.)


I started taking care of my four grandchildren on a regular basis during the summer, about five years into my retirement, when Jack was ten, Jake eight, Katie seven, and Lauren five. Taking the name from a picture frame I saw at Target, we began to call our time together Camp Grandma. When it first started that summer, I had T-shirts made for us all with “Camp Grandma” written across the fronts, but I had no idea what would happen next.


I handed each of them a shirt on the first day of Camp Grandma, asking them all to put them on.


They held the shirts up, one by one, to get a better look. Jake immediately put his down, shook his head, and politely said, “Uh, uh . . . no, thank you.”


“What’s this?” the littler girls asked.


“Oh, pretty, mine’s like yours, Katie,” said Lauren.


“Why do I have to wear this? I already have a shirt on!” exclaimed Jack.


I defended my purchase. “Well, I thought it would be fun to wear matching T-shirts since we’re all sharing this experience together. See, I’ve got one on too.”


Jack, still skeptical, put his on. The girls jumped up and down exclaiming, “We’re twins!” and Jake set his shirt down again and took off to find something else to do.


Now what? I ran down the stairs to the garage to see what in the world I could find that might be of interest to them. The first thing I spotted was a flip chart on its stand and I grabbed it. A holdover from my corporate days, the familiarity of it gave me an idea. It all starts with a plan, right?


I lugged the thing up the stairs and called the kids to the kitchen table. They gathered round, and I provided them with a basic outline of an agenda. (Note that if you’re following along and want to set your own grandkids up with an agenda, you don’t have to have a flip chart. You can use regular paper, construction paper, a white board, or anything else you have around the house.)


“How do you want to spend your time today?” I asked. “What do we want to accomplish from our time together?” I was standing in front of the flip chart like I had in my career, leading a group in discussion. Their response? Silence. No one said a word, but their eyes darted back and forth, looking at one another. Who would talk first? That behavior was familiar to me, too, so I took a somewhat different approach.


“Here are some ideas,” I said. “We could play games, make cookies, go on a scavenger hunt, go swimming—” and before I could finish my list of options, they all started talking at once, calling out their preferences.


“Okay! One at a time.” Quickly as I could, I wrote on the chart to capture their ideas on paper.


So what do you get when you put a retired corporate executive in a room alone with four grandchildren and a flip chart? That’s right: Camp Grandma was a hit from day one. It was to become an ongoing experience that right from the beginning allowed me to connect with my grandchildren in unexpected ways that positively impact us all. Through our activities, I would realize years later, we began building a generational bridge over which I could transfer skills to benefit their lives for years to come—and they would do the same for me.


Of course, it didn’t happen all at once. At first, I thought of myself as a babysitter. But that quickly changed. I found myself wanting more than to merely supervise. I wanted to know my grandkids and for them to know me. I wanted to participate in activities with them to fully engage in our time together. That meant that I needed to come up with activities that I, too, would enjoy. In this role, I was proactive and drew from the broader platform of my working experience to create ideas for my time with them. With Camp Grandma, I changed my mind-set.


BUILDING A LASTING BOND


My intention for Camp Grandma started to evolve that first summer. My time with them went deeper than babysitting. And it was more than intergenerational bonding I foresaw. I wanted to establish a structure where my four grandkids could come together and through shared experiences truly learn about each other and maybe more about themselves. I hoped to offer them enough time to establish relationships between themselves based on trust, understanding, and acceptance. It’s hard to do that when the only time they see each other is when the families are together briefly for holidays or birthday parties. But consistently being together on a regular basis—that kind of time can build a lasting bond.


I began to see whom I had before me: four different children, different in age, different in disposition, different in temperament. Though two of the parents are brother and sister (my children), my grandchildren had been raised in different households with different priorities and interests. I imagined Camp Grandma could provide a form of diversity training for them, unlike their chosen circle of friends or peer group. I started to recognize the five-year age difference between the oldest and the youngest as a potential learning opportunity. I wondered how many things a grandparent could expose them to that most parents don’t have time for because they often run out of gas in the process of covering all their other responsibilities.


Again, drawing on my background as a business executive, I found myself bringing to the table core leadership values I’d practiced throughout my work life with success. I noticed the kids were becoming familiar with such skills like working collaboratively, learning to value others’ ideas, planning time with intention—all through play—and they were having fun doing it. I also realized they were learning people skills that would help them succeed at whatever they ultimately chose to do. Meanwhile, I was understanding that these were personal skills that factor not only into professional success but also into overall happiness.





CHAPTER TWO:


GRANDPARENTING 2.0
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Something magical happened as I spent time and got to know my grandchildren. I didn’t see them as just other kids, and I didn’t feel the same way about them as I did my own children. I encountered a whole new experience. It was different—way different for me and totally unexpected. I came to appreciate the multigenerational distance between us as an actual benefit. It gave me perspective.


I began to see them, really see them, from this new and unique vantage point. I saw their natural gifts and their potential. I saw their innocence and faith in a world that they expected to be fair and just. They were earnest and trusting. They so wanted to be seen and recognized for who they were—and to find their place and to know they mattered.


And they saw me too. With them I was not fading out of the picture as I was in an American culture so obsessed with youth. My grandchildren regarded me for who I was, at the moment, in the moment. They didn’t give a hoot what my GPA was in school, what titles I’d achieved in my work life, or what kind of car I drove (as long as it had all the newest bells and whistles!). We enjoyed the human connection without judgment or expectation. We were who we were, and we found joy in discovering what the other had to offer. They reminded me of things I knew as a kid but had forgotten, and I showed them what it was like to be old, having survived this thing called life. We traded wisdoms and exchanged energy. We were there for each other, mutually sharing, learning, growing, and finding purpose through our match.


THE GRANDPARENT STEREOTYPE


I became so engaged in experiencing this amazing connection with the kids that I was caught off guard one day at a social gathering when I shared what I was doing with my life. I recalled a few years earlier, as retirement approached, how friends I’d known for years had frequently asked, “What will you do next?” Initially, my answer had been, “Business coaching and consulting,” to which the response was always very encouraging and complimentary. People were impressed and interested, continuing the conversation with questions like “Who will you coach?” and “What kind of consulting will you do?” It was obvious that people viewed these pursuits as important.


By contrast, when I shared at this social gathering that I was spending the summer with my grandchildren, I received a different response entirely. A few people offered up a weak smile: A few others didn’t quite know where to take the conversation from there. “Taking care of your grandchildren? Oh, how nice . . . They’re lucky to have you . . .” they said, their voices and interest trailing off. There was definitely something off there. Didn’t they see I was the lucky one? I have to admit that the lackluster response among some of my peers threw me off at first. But the more I shared, and the more it happened, the more it got me thinking.


Clearly, being a grandparent was not a role that drew the oohs and ahhs my big corporate title once did. But I could deal with that personally. What disturbed me more was to realize how undervalued grandparenting is culturally. What is the societal perception of grandparenting? How is it valued? What impact does the role of grandparent have on our culture, and on kids? How do people feel about it? In business, answering these questions leads us to better understand what we call “the brand.” So analyzing this with my corporate hat on, I couldn’t help but ask myself, What is the brand of the grandparent in our society?
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