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In my family, birthdays were special times.  

Like in many families, we had cake, ice cream, 

and balloons, and there were always lots of 

presents.  And we all sang “Happy Birthday”  

(not always in perfect harmony)!     
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The day before my second birthday, my brother 

Bryant was born.  Everyone said, “Bryant is your special 

birthday gift!”  

When I was eight, some things in my family changed.  Bryant 

and I moved in with our grandparents. But a few things stayed 

the same, too—at our birthday parties, we always received 

too many gifts. From as long as I can remember, our Nonna 

and Poppie had this tradition: we were able to pick three gifts 

to keep, and then we gave the rest to a children’s charity.  We 

learned to share!
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My Nonna and I shared a special bond, too, but not having 

my parents around gave me mixed feelings. I realized that 

my family wasn’t the same as everyone else’s.  Something 

inside me felt different. It made me feel a bit in the shadows 

sometimes.  We were the only kids at school with old people 

picking us up and dropping us off.  
Over the years, there were 

school plays, sports, and 

events, church picnics 

and activities. My 

friends would be there 

with their parents 

(and once in a while with 

their grandparents, too).  

For us it was always Nonna and Poppie.
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Even if Nonna was a better 

cheerleader than the whole 

squad put together—

And Poppie, who was raised by his own 

Grandma Lula, acted old-fashioned and

told old jokes that really weren’t funny.    

But we laughed at them anyway.  

We were raised by Nonna and 

Poppie. But we also had God Aunts 

and Uncles and our grandparents’ 

Godchildren, Susie and Ahsha, 

who were like family. 

she was certainly as loud as the whole squad—I still felt different. 

11
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We also had other family, friends, neighbors, teachers, church 

leaders and sports coaches—our chosen family village—

who cared a lot about my brother and me. 

We even had another set of adopted  

grandparents —Jack and Pat.   

They always encouraged us to work  

hard in school, be faithful, and develop 

our talents and interests. 

All our lives, good people 

surrounded us, who shared 

special times with me and 

my family.  

12 13
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Some nights, I would lie in 

bed in my house and hug 

my special bear, thinking 

about my family.

1514

We did feel different growing up, and we were a 

different kind of family.  

My brother and I were raised by our grandparents 

with support from our extended chosen family village.

We are a Grandfamily!

Grandfamily Raised Free Birds  

That Roar As They Soar 

By: Brittany N. Avent

Being raised in a Grandfamily home  

I decided to be

Not a caged bird but a bird that’d be free

To soar to heights never achieved before

And my thought then became dreams  

realized for more

Because I never allowed any negative  

to remain

Instead I made them positive 

that began to soften the pain

I even wrote a lot 

 of poems about     

   what it felt like 

     being part of a  

        grandfamily.
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There was another house we got to visit frequently, too, 

when we were growing up.  My Nonna worked in the     

                            White House!  

When Bryant and I turned 4 and 6, Hillary Clinton invited us 

to celebrate our birthdays there!  That was a very special day.

Then, when we turned 14 and 16, she came to our house 

and had a birthday breakfast with us.  And ten years later, 

Hillary, Bill, and Chelsea invited us to celebrate with them 

once more. 
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I knew Hillary Clinton cared about us, and she became 

very interested in grandfamilies after I told her how I felt 

about mine.  When I was in middle school, she told me 

something I will never forget:

“Brittany, there are two kinds of people in this world. 

People who complain and do nothing, and people who are 

concerned and make a difference.  And you have to decide 

which one you want to be.”

copyrighted material



2120

Over the years, I continued to write to Hillary, and she 

wrote back to me.  We are still “heart pals,” and I still share 

my thoughts about grandfamilies with her. 

As I grew older, I kept thinking 

about what she had told me, 

and I realized that my brother 

and I were not the only kids 

being raised in grandfamilies. 

In the United States, there are almost eight million  

other kids just like us. I wondered if they also worried about 

feeling different.  
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I decided I would do something to help other kids like us. My 

Nonna calls us her “grandwonders,” but there are still feelings 

and challenges that arise when being raised in a grandfamily.       

Hillary Clinton has always believed that raising children takes 

more than just loving parents.   

She even wrote a book about it called  

It Takes a Village.    

Encouragement and actions  

must back up the words we  

say to bring change to the world.

   

Hillary Clinton became my        

motivator and inspiration to do something.  

I learned this lesson in school, too.  I remember 

reading these words:

“I can be changed by what happens  

to me. I refuse to be reduced by it.”  

—Maya Angelou

“Every great dream begins with a  

dreamer.  Always remember, you have  

within you the strength, the patience,  

and the passion to reach for the stars to 

change the world.” —Harriet Tubman
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In 2016, when Hillary Clinton accepted the Democratic 

nomination for the United States presidency, we were invited 

as special guests. I heard her say the same thing to millions 

of people that she told me at my birthday party when I was 

younger.  She said “simply caring” is not enough. It was  

quite a moment.

When Hillary Clinton’s mother was little, she did not 

have many of the things that other kids had. Her first-

grade teacher saw that she frequently had nothing to eat 

at lunch, so she brought in extra food to share with her. 
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Hillary Clinton said, “The lesson she passed on to me years 

later stuck with me: No one gets through life alone.  We have 

to look out for each other and lift each other up.”  

Just like the teacher who brought lunch for Hillary’s mother, 

our grandparents were always watching out for us and were 

there with unconditional love and hugs. 

Hillary Clinton also reminded me of the words from our 

faith:  “Do all the good you can, for all the people you can, in 

all the ways you can, as long as ever you can.  You need both 

understanding and action.”

Understanding and action are what children raised by 

grandparents need, too.   
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So, when I grew up and went to college, Hillary Clinton’s 

kind words and advice stayed with me and inspired me to 

create the Arizona State University Grandfamily Club, where 

students could talk about their concerns and challenges.  After 

I graduated, I founded the first scholarship of its kind—The 

Brittany Nicole Avent and Bryant Nicholas Avent Grandfamily 

Scholarship—at Arizona State University. 

Valuing that families come in lots of different packages is truly 

the best gift of all for grandwonders like us. Regardless of what 

our families look like, we all need to watch out for one another.         

It really does take a village!

When the first student 

received the scholarship, 

she said that it gave her 

the feeling of having a  

new family.  

We wanted others to share in the experience of being part of 

a greater family.  That was the whole idea.   
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Grandfamily Facts
Grandfamilies are families headed by grandparents and other relatives who are sharing 

their homes with their grandchildren, nieces, nephews, and/or other related children. 
Some grandfamilies are multigenerational households where a parent works long hours 
and wants the child close to family while he or she is at work. However, no parents are 
present in more than a third of grandfamily households. Grandparents step in to provide 
care for a child when the parents cannot.

Grandfamilies come together for different reasons 
Parental death, work situations, substance abuse, military deployment, incarceration, 

and mental illness are all examples of how grandfamilies come to be.  As a result, 
grandfamilies are found in every region in the country, at all income levels, in all races 
and ethnicities. 

How to be a strong, supportive Grandfamily
Kids: 

1. Share your feelings through poetry, writing, dramatic interpretation, artwork or 
other creative pursuits. (I wrote hundreds of poems!)

2. Participate in school and community activities that do not interfere with your 
academic studies. Get involved!

3. Don’t be afraid to ask for help from others. It does take a village, so surround 
yourself with good friends and put  
together your own “chosen family”  
circle of those who care about you.

4. Open your home to others. Our grandfamily  
home was always open to all our friends, and  
many huge family functions were held there  
during holidays, birthdays, and graduations.   
Our home became the place our friends wanted  
to be. Everyone was welcome—our home  
became a true United Nations.

5. Talk with your grandparents about feelings of blame, shame, or 
responsibility for why your biological parents are not in your daily lives;  
know it is not your fault.

6. Ask your grandparents to help you address any feelings of abandonment and rejec-
tion that can cause anxiety, lack of self-confidence, or fear.  Professional counseling 
is really helpful, too.

7. Talk about your family with pride and respect.

8. If your situation allows it, consider getting a pet. Pets can be an important part of 
your chosen family, too!

9. Find your own “security thing” to always be there for you.  Mine is my special teddy 
bear, whom I still treasure.  She holds all the secrets I have shared with her over the 
years. My brother’s “security thing” is the circle of friends he has had since preschool; 
for him, it is the human bonds that give him a sense of security.

10. If anyone asks you why your parents aren’t in your daily lives or why you  
live with your grandparents, do what we did.  We gave them our grandmother’s 
phone number and told them to ask her.  That ended most nosy questions.  (We 
also warned kids who weren’t being nice,  “Don’t make me call my grandmother!”)

11. Love and respect yourself, and remember that you have inherent value and  
self-worth that doesn’t change if you are raised in a grandfamily home.
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How to be a strong, supportive Grandfamily, continued

Grandparents:

1. Create consistency and traditions with your chosen family. 

2. Remember that speaking ill or negatively about the child’s biological parents can 
make them feel bad, so don’t. (Our Nonna and Poppie never uttered a negative 
word about our parents, and we had a photo of our parents with us on our bed-
room wall that read “Without THEM there’d be no HER and HIM.”

3. Let your grandkids’ doctors and teachers know about     
your family situation. It will help them understand the  
circumstances, and it could help your kids expand      
their circle of caring adults, too.

Above and beyond everything else, we trusted our  
grandparents, and we spent lots of quality time together.     
We were always honest and open.  We helped one another   
and found support in our loving grandfamily.  It does take  
a village, but growing up in a grandfamily can be a very       
special gift, too. 

Resources
Statistics, definitions, and facts for this book were derived from the following sources:

Annie E. Casey Foundation: www.aecf.org
Generations United:  www.gu.org
Grandfamilies.org: www.grandfamilies.org
Hillary Clinton’s 2016 Democratic  
National Convention Speech:  www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xkc0lChr6HQ

www.eifrigpublishing.com

Growing up isn’t easy, and when you don’t have your mom and dad 

around, it can seem even harder sometimes. But some kids grow up with 

help from their grandparents together with other adults and kids that 

make up their grandfamilies in their own chosen family villages.

Brittany and her brother Bryant were fortunate to 

be raised by their grandparents, Nonna and Poppie 

(Loretta and Jacques Avent). Their childhood often 

felt “different” (and not only because their Nonna 

worked in the White House)! They felt different 

because their family was different than a lot of 

their friends’ families. But different doesn’t mean 

bad, and when you can piece together your own 

grandfamily, it can be pretty incredible, too!

Brittany Avent graduated from Arizona State 
University, where she and her brother founded a 
Grandfamily Scholarship, and is pursuing a business 
degree at the ASU W. P. Carey School of Business. 
With this book, which is co-authored by Dr. Nichola 
Gutgold, a scholar on Women and Leadership, she 
hopes to bring awareness to the situation of nearly 8 
million children in the U.S. being raised in grandfamilies.
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