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Grandma fills the void
In many local families with absent parents...

By Conor Morris
Athens NEWS Associate Editor

F
or three years, Nelsonville resident Donna 
Summerfield, 55, raised her daughter’s two 
young children while juggling jobs at a local 

fast-food restaurant and elsewhere.
Despite how hard things got at times, Summer-

field – who was interviewed by The Athens NEWS 
during Nelsonville’s Thursday night Community 
Dinner on June 6 – said she’s glad she could be 
there for Blayze, 10, and Brooklynn, 8.

“I’m just glad I was there to do it… It means 
they didn’t get put into the (foster-care) system,” 
Summerfield said

Summerfield is just one of hundreds of 
grandparents in Athens County – and thousands 
of grandparents in Ohio – who are raising their 
grandchildren. Cathy Hill, executive director of 
Athens County Children Services, said that num-
ber has grown in recent years as the number of 
children in Ohio’s foster-care system has jumped 
from around 12,000 a few years ago to over 15,000 
now. 

“However, we only have 7,000 licensed foster 
homes in Ohio, so you can kind of do the math on 
that,” she said.

Hill said that part of the reason for that 
increase is the opioid epidemic that has hit Ohio 
particularly hard. The NEWS previously reported 
that in Athens County alone, substance abuse was 
a factor in 26 percent of the 1,866 total referrals 
for child abuse and neglect to Athens County 
Children Services last year.

When parents cannot take care of their 
children, the burden increasingly is placed on 
what Hill calls “kinship families.” And that’s for a 
good reason: research consistently has shown that 
children in the foster-care and child-protective 
services system cope far better when they are 
placed with family members such as grandparents 
rather than unrelated strangers.

“They often have less trauma of being removed 
from their family because they have natural rela-
tionship with a kinship caregiver or grandma or 
aunt or uncle… Foster parents are generally very 
well trained, and they help with children but it’s a Grandmother Donna Summerfield, 55, le", helped her daughter Ashley Aeiker, 31, right, raise Blayze, 10, and 

Brooklynn, 8, while Aeiker was struggling with and recovering from an opioid addiction. #ey’re pictured here at 
Nelsonville’s #ursday night Community Dinner earlier this month. Photo by Conor Morris.
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