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The Search for a Real Family
by Pat Scales
Upper elementary school through middle school

Sister Spider Knows All by Adrian Fogelin

A

contemporary coming-of-age
story that touches on themes
of social class, belonging, and
the meaning of family, Sister Spider
Knows All by Adrian Fogelin can provide rich topics for discussion in the
classroom. Neither sentimental nor
condescending, 12-year-old Roxanne’s
narrative is marked by wry humor and
follows her struggle to ﬁnd her place
in the world even as she learns to appreciate her nontraditional family.
About the Story
Roxanne was abandoned by her
mother when she was only three

months old and left in the care of her
grandmother, Mimi, who lives in a
small trailer and earns a meager living
by selling knickknacks at a local ﬂea
market on weekends. John Martin,
Roxanne’s 23-year-old cousin, lives
with them, and contributes to their
livelihood by working a construction
job when he isn’t attending classes at a
nearby community college. Roxanne
never doubts Mimi’s love, but the
truth is that she harbors a desire to
know more about her mother. Mimi
isn’t willing to talk about her missing daughter, and John Martin is too
focused on the present to worry about
the past. Roxanne isn’t an especially
good student, and she feels like an
outcast at school because of her
family situation. John Martin encourages her to try harder so that
she might have opportunities to
better herself in life, but she only
aspires to work at the ﬂea market
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All. 2003. 224p.
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Gr. 5–8.
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alongside Mimi and interact with the
other vendors, who are like family to
her.
Life in the trailer gets a little more
interesting when John Martin brings
home a new girlfriend. Lucy is the
daughter of a local doctor and is
intrigued by her boyfriend’s family.
She is quite aware of the social class
differences between her family and
his, but she admires and envies his
family’s love for one another. At the
same time, she recognizes some ways
that she can help Mimi tackle her
health problems and Roxanne deal
with issues related to her missing
mother. She proposes that Mimi stop
smoking, eat a healthier diet, and quit
working long weekend hours. Mimi
realizes that Lucy is right about her
unhealthy lifestyle, but she doesn’t
appreciate such advice coming from
an outsider. Then Roxanne ﬁnds a
diary that her mother had hidden in
the trailer just before leaving town.
Unsure about what to do with her
new discovery, Roxanne conﬁdes
in Lucy and, with a little prodding,
begins reading her mother’s secret and
innermost thoughts.
Making a connection to her mother’s past turns out to be very therapeutic for Roxanne. When she sees
her mother’s handwriting and reads
her mother’s words, she understands
why she left town. Like Roxanne, her
mother was the victim of social class
differences, and like her, her mother
could see no way out. Finally, Roxanne understands what John Martin
has been trying to tell her: there is a
way out, but only if she works hard
at school. She cannot worry about
the snobbish kids in her class, or the

busybodies like Mrs. Tully, the town
snob and gossip. She has to try harder. She has to do this for her future.
Roxanne learns that her mother came
close to giving her a regular family,
but she realizes now that Mimi, John
Martin, and even Lucy are all she
really needs. And she will work hard
to make things easier for Mimi—the
woman who ultimately does give her
a real family.

view of the ﬂea market a snobbish view?
v

John Martin encourages Roxanne
to work harder in school. Mimi
doesn’t discourage Roxanne from
being a better student, but she
doesn’t encourage her either. At
what point does Mimi begin to
see a better future for Roxanne?

v

Lucy is a positive inﬂuence on
John Martin, Mimi, and Roxanne. How does Lucy cross
the line between being judgmental and being helpful? At
what point does she realize her
mistake? What is Lucy searching
for?

v

Explain the title of the story.

Discussion Questions

v

v

v

v

Deﬁne family. How are Roxanne,
John Martin, and Mimi a family? Discuss how Roxanne, Mimi,
Danny Swain the Tire King, Spice
Marie, Miss Louise, and the other
vendors at the ﬂea market are a
family. Lucy, John Martin’s girlfriend, is from a very different type
of family. What about Roxanne’s
family is so appealing to Lucy?
Roxanne never doubts Mimi’s
love for her, but she has a need
to know why her mother abandoned her. How does Lucy help
Roxanne come to terms with her
mother’s disappearance?
Social class is very evident in
this book. Discuss how social
class differences affect Roxanne.
How is Lucy blind to the social
class differences between her
family and John Martin’s family?
How does Mrs. Tully epitomize
the social class structure of the
town?
Roxanne says that at school
she is invisible. How does she
work at being invisible? Discuss
how the tornado makes Roxanne popular for a day. How
does she respond to this sudden
popularity?
Explain what Roxanne means
when she says that the ﬂea
market is “the world’s best
parade.” Joelle, a classmate, calls
it a “freak show.” How is Joelle’s
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Activities
v

Write a diary entry that Roxanne
might write after reading her
mother’s diary.

v

Roxanne and her grandmother
sell perfume bottles and various
other items at the ﬂea market.
Bring an item to class that you
would like to sell to Roxanne and
Mimi. Prepare a sales pitch for
the item.

v

Write a paper that Roxanne might
write for English class called “My
Most Unforgettable Character.”

v

Be a journalist and write a story
for the local newspaper that appears the day after the tornado hit
the ﬂea market. Include interviews with Roxanne and other
vendors at the ﬂea market.
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