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IF YOU WERE TO ASK most people to define the word 
“family,” they would likely answer, “blood relatives.” We 
opened our book What Is a Family? with “Family” by Raja-
ni LaRocca because we wanted to immediately challenge the 
common idea, especially among children, that being part of a 
family requires a genetic relationship. 

Another popular definition of “family,” especially among 
children, would be “people you live with.” But we might not 
consider temporary roommates or visitors to be family. And, by 
contrast, we likely would think of extended family members as 
genuine family, even if they don’t live with us. “We” by Alma 

Flor Ada and “Joy” by F. Isabel Campoy are poetry exemplars 
that address these scenarios.

Some children, however, receive most of the love and 
support in their lives from groups that might not be tra-
ditionally considered “families,” such as their coaches and 
teammates, or members of an orchestra or marching band, 
or teachers and classmates. Sharing “Together” by Joyce 
Uglow, “Band” by Janet Clare Fagal, and “Classroom” by 
April Halprin Wayland will give children permission to 
think of these groups as families and legitimize their feeling 
of belonging.
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Let’s work together to share expanded definitions of 
“family.” Making sure that each child feels a sense of connec-
tion and belonging is a key step in humanizing pedagogy—
and poetry is here to help. •

Janet Wong is the author of  dozens of  books for children and 

the cocreator (with Sylvia Vardell) of  The Poetry Friday Anthology 

series, the Poetry Friday Power Book series, the Things We… series, 

and the What Is a… series, all published by Pomelo Books. Her 

most recent anthology, with Sylvia Vardell and 31 poets, is What 

Is a Family? (a fundraiser for the IBBY Children in Crisis Fund). 

Email: janet@janetwong.com
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