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This week’s Lancer Letter was written by Andy Pitrone, a third grade teacher in the 

Union City Area School District. He is also a doctoral student and advocate on behalf of kinship 
caregivers living in Erie County. Kinship Caregivers are family members raising children of 
other family members.  Recently, Andy and another member of the  Kinship Caregivers Network 
of Northwestern Pennsylvania, Kim Beers, spoke to superintendents.  The service they offer can 
be helpful to some of our district residents so I asked Andy to write this week’s letter.

So, what is the Kinship Caregivers Network?  Officially, according to our Facebook page, 
it’s a “network of caregivers and professionals who share information and resources to support 
kinship caregivers.”  What gets me more excited, though, is WHO  this network is about!

First and foremost, the core of the Network is the kinship caregivers.  Kinship caregivers 
are modern-day superheroes.  In the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania alone, nearly 90,000 
grandparents and yes, great-grandparents are the primary caregivers of grandchildren who live 
with them.  Not all kinship providers are grandparents.  Kinship caregivers are family members 
who’ve assumed either full or part-time guardianship of another family member’s child.  Some 
of you who are reading this might be thinking something to the effect of  “Oh, like the lady down 
the street who’s raising two grandkids” or “The guy who manages the hardware store also raises 
his niece.”  You see, kinship caregivers are numerous, energetic, and vigorously involved in our 
neighborhoods and communities.  So, why do they need the support of a Network?  The answers 
to this question may surprise you.

Often, the decision to become a kinship  caregiver is made informally and privately.  
Kinship caregivers like to maintain privacy as it pertains to family dynamics.  Commonly, this 
close-knit arrangement works; however, what if the knitting that held the family together begins 
to fray?  What causes kinship caregiver stress?  What keeps them up at night?  The short answer 
has to do with feelings of role confusion.

Family members, like aunts, uncles, siblings, and grandparents enjoy spoiling the 
youngest in the brood.  Perhaps, weekend visits are just what someone needs to get their kid fix.  
These temporary roles are happily filled by family members. The child beneficiaries of this  
abundance of love, reciprocate with love and loyalty.  Those thrust into kinship caregiving roles 
may learn how quickly the novelty of the situation wears — the realities of parent-teacher 
conferences, homework help, and boundaries set in. So, the children and their new caregivers 
must adjust their roles. This period can be difficult for our kinship caregivers and the children 
they’re raising.  Other stressors felt by kinship caregivers include financial worry (Think of the 
cost of sports equipment!) and, the usual mental and physical fatigue that comes with caregiving. 
This fatigue is exasperated for those kinship caregivers who are a bit older.  Imagine trying to 
share the feelings associated with these stressors with friends who couldn’t possibly understand 
this new lifestyle.  That’s where the Kinship Caregivers Network can help.

The Network hosts several free events each year.  For example, kinship caregivers and 
their families gathered for a late summer picnic at Barbs Care A Lot in Harborcreek in August.  
While there, caregivers were able to relax and visit with other kinship caregivers while the 
children swam and enjoyed a potluck picnic.  The Network is indeed a network in that we have 
relationships with experts in financial planning, children’s advocacy, mental health, etc...  We can 
connect kinship caregivers to the people they need.  These experts are our friends, colleagues, 
and most importantly, advocates who happily spend a few hours with caregivers at our regional 
Network events.  It’s worth noting that a recent study found that caregivers who choose to accept 
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the supports that meet their needs, face increased levels of happiness and decreased levels of role 
confusion.  

If you’ve read this far, you must be interested in learning about these superheroes or, you 
might be among those who’ve stepped up and taken the responsibilities of a kinship caregiver.  
For both reasons, I thank you.  If you know of a kinship family or a family on the precipice of 
kinship care, please let them know about the Kinship Caregivers Network.   Our guiding 
principles have and will always be, connecting kinship caregivers with community supports and 
most importantly, other kinship caregivers.  If you’re interested in learning more or being part of 
the Network, please go ahead and check out the Network’s Facebook page, by typing, Kinship 
Caregivers Network, into the Facebook search box. Or, you can reach me directly at 
apitrone@ucasd.org or Kim Beers at kimbeers@earlyconnectionserie.org.  Thank you.
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