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WHEN I SPEAK about banned and challenged books, the question I am 
most often asked is “Which books are banned?” And my answer is short 
and simple: books that matter to young people. Books that speak to issues 
important to them, about racism, homophobia, and social justice. Books 
that assure young people that their struggles with identity and society are 
real and that they, like the book’s protagonists, have the power to persevere 
and triumph despite those struggles. 

One of my most vivid memories is of the evening I sat in a rural high 
school gymnasium watching a high school freshman hold close a battered 
copy of Sherman Alexie’s The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian as 
the five-member school board voted to ban the book. Earlier he’d spoken 
about what the book meant to him—a book that for the first time talked 
honestly about the experience of growing up and coming of age in rural 
poverty and finding a path forward. As I watched him stuff the book in 
his shirt and leave the auditorium after the school board’s vote, I fully 
understood the power and promise of one book and one teacher to change 
a young person’s life and the tragedy of adult censorship that, in the name 
of “protecting the children,” forecloses that promise.

Pat Scales, over a long and stellar career as a librarian and educator, has 
fought such censorship and fiercely defended the First Amendment rights 
of young people to read the literature that speaks to them about issues 

FOREWORD
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important to their lives. She has long been a mentor and guide for those 
engaged in the fight against censorship in the classroom and in the library. 
In this second edition of Books under Fire, she once again provides teachers 
and librarians with the resources for having open and honest discussions 
about challenged and controversial books with young readers and provides 
the tools for championing these books when they are challenged.

Most importantly, this new edition incorporates several new books that 
have become some of the most frequently challenged in the past decade—
books that address racial justice and issues of importance to the LGBTQIA+ 
communities. As schools and libraries work to become centers of tolerance 
and inclusion, Pat’s guides to these books can provide a foundation for 
important discussions about equity, diversity, and inclusion, both in the 
classroom and library. 

Conversations about controversial books are never easy. Defending those 
books and keeping them in the hands of children and young adults who 
want and need them is harder still. Books under Fire makes it far easier to 
tackle those challenges, and I am forever grateful to Pat Scales for creating 
this resource and for her wisdom and leadership in defense of the freedom 
to read. 

P.S. Please support the work of the Office for Intellectual Freedom by 
reporting challenges to books, programming, and other resources via OIF’s 
online form at www.ala.org/challengereporting. All reports are completely 
confidential. Challenge reporting supports the creation of books, guidelines, 
and other resources, such as Books under Fire, which promote and protect 
intellectual freedom.

—D E B O R A H  C A L D W E L L-S T O N E
Director, Office for Intellectual Freedom
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IT’S EASY TO become intimidated when someone appears at the door of a 
school or public library and challenges a book. Librarians and teachers can 
develop more courage to face these challenges once they learn that there is 
a community of professionals and tools to assist them. The American Library 
Association’s (ALA’s) Office for Intellectual Freedom (OIF) offers a number 
of services, including strategies for dealing with challenges, tips for talking 
with the media, and when appropriate, they may even put librarians who 
have dealt with challenges in touch with one another.

Challenges or questions regarding the content in children’s books are 
very common but rarely do they result in book banning. No public or school 
library is immune from those who want to deny children access to certain 
books and materials. That is why all libraries must have a “materials selection 
policy” that includes procedures for dealing with challenges. When proce-
dures are followed, the library almost always ends up the winner. Trouble 
erupts when librarians, school administrators, or library directors bypass 
the appropriate procedure for the sake of avoiding a “civic debate.” News 
about controversial books spreads like gossip, and an attempt to cover up 
challenges may actually result in a “public uproar.”

This actually happened when PABBIS (Parents Against Bad Books in 
Schools) attacked a long list of books in Fairfax, Virginia. One vocal parent 
called for the school board to “prevent this unnecessary and harmful wave 

PREFACE
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xii Preface

of censorship.” The president of the student body at Thomas Jefferson High 
School spoke passionately about students’ right to read. Once the school 
administration and school board allowed the school district’s selection 
policy to become their armor, they were able to win the battle, and the 
books remained in the school libraries. A similar public outcry occurred 
when the state of Arizona banned the Mexican-American Studies Program 
in the Tucson Unified School District. Books, including Mexican WhiteBoy 
by Matt de la Peña, were boxed up and marked BANNED. Students were 
so angry that they invited de la Peña to come to Tucson to speak. These 
readers fought and won, and de la Peña awarded them the best possible 
prize—copies of his book. The Mexican-American Studies Program was 
reinstated three years later.

In 1993, copies of Annie on My Mind (1982) by Nancy Garden were 
burned in Olathe, Kansas, because of the book’s “homosexual” theme. The 
superintendent in that district removed the book from the junior high and 
high school libraries without due process because he wanted to “avoid 
controversy.” That’s actually when the controversy began. Four students 
sued the school district on grounds that their First Amendment rights had 
been violated. The case went to trial in 1995, and the students and the 
book won. This happened because articulate students convinced the judge 
of the book’s value and because the school board had violated their own 
materials selection and reconsideration policies. The school district did not 
appeal the judge’s decision, and the book was returned to library shelves.

In each of these cases, the Office for Intellectual Freedom and the Free-
dom to Read Foundation provided assistance and moral support, and in some 
cases legal support, to the students, their parents, and the school librarians. 
Attempts to censor books that kids read shouldn’t be hidden. When played 
out in full view, there are parents and children who are willing to speak 
loudly about children’s free speech rights, and there are a host of professional 
librarians, writers, lawyers, and organizations eager to help.

The Office for Intellectual Freedom maintains a database of challenged 
materials and regularly compiles and publishes a list of these titles. This 
serves to put book challenges front and center so that librarians and the 
public are aware of these attempts to abridge an individual’s freedom to 
read. Many of the books on these lists are children’s books. The titles in 
Books under Fire: A Hit List of Banned and Challenged Children’s Books are 
taken from ALA’s records and include challenged titles collected by the 
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National Coalition Against Censorship, Comic Book Legal Defense Fund, 
Texas ACLU, Oregon Intellectual Freedom Clearinghouse, and the National 
Council of Teachers of English. All the books included in this volume have 
been challenged since 2015. This includes some titles that were featured 
in the first edition. The Harry Potter series by J. K. Rowling, the Alice series 
by Phyllis Reynolds Naylor, and Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark by Alvin 
Schwartz are among the books that continue to be challenged.

The Association of Library Service to Children (ALSC) serves library users 
from birth to age fourteen, and the Young Adult Library Services Association 
(YALSA) provides programs and services for ages twelve through eighteen. 
Since there is a two-year overlap, and because young adolescents read both 
children’s and teen books, some of the titles in this book may also be ones 
that YALSA has included in some of their publications on censorship and 
intellectual freedom.

Books under Fire: A Hit List of Banned and Challenged Children’s Books 
is meant to be a resource for librarians and teachers for their own profes-
sional growth and to use as a tool to help young readers become aware of 
the social issues that are most often at the center of the majority of book 
challenges for children. The featured titles appear in alphabetical order 
by author. For each title, there is a summary of the book or series, quotes 
from professional review sources and dates of reviews, and the details of 
recorded challenges. Books under Fire also includes, for each title, a section 
for: Awards (such as the Newbery and Caldecott and state children’s book 
awards) and Accolades (such as the ALSC Notable Children’s Books list and 
Booklist Editors’ Choice: Books for Youth); Official Website for the author/
illustrator or publisher; Further Reading, which includes print and digital 
resources about the author, the book, and censorship; and For Listening and 
Viewing, which includes recorded links to interviews with the writer/illus-
trator of the book and related videos and movies available on the internet.

The final two sections for each entry are unique to Books under Fire: A 
Hit List of Banned and Challenged Children’s Books. The Talking with Readers 
about the Issues section provides open-ended, age-appropriate questions 
for librarians to use with classes, children’s book clubs, library-sponsored 
reading groups, and parents. Questions asked in this section focus on specific 
reasons for the books’ challenges and are intended to engage readers in good 
conversations about the entire book rather than taking words or scenes out 
of context. When young readers learn to think, state their opinions, and 
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listen to the thoughts of others, they are likely to embrace the content in a 
mature manner. They may even be insulted that some adults have attempted 
to deny them access to the books.

The other section, Related Books Challenged for Similar Reasons, offers 
one or two book suggestions; these suggested titles have been challenged in 
public and school libraries based on the same issues. Some of these books 
were actually challenged many decades in the past. This is intended to 
reveal trends in book censorship, and how concerns such as “profanity,” 
“racism,” “sexual content,” “violence and horror,” and “religious viewpoint” 
are identical to the ones the Office for Intellectual Freedom have dealt with 
since they began tracking book challenges.

There are several appendixes: (A) Resources for Teaching Young Readers 
about the First Amendment; (B) Bibliography: Professional Resources about 
Book Censorship and the Freedom to Read; (C) Rankings of Children’s and 
Young Adult Books in the Top 100 Most Banned or Challenged Books List: 
2010–2019; (D) Children’s Classics and Why They Have Been Challenged; (E) 
Caldecott Medal and Honor Books: Why They Have Been Challenged; and (F) 
John Newbery Medal and Honor Books: Why They Have Been Challenged. 

Librarians and teachers have a responsibility to protect children’s right to 
read, but professionals also have the responsibility to promote these rights. 
This is quite possibly the best assurance that each generation of readers 
truly understands what it means to be intellectually free.
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SHERMAN ALEXIE

The Absolutely True 
Diary of a Part-Time 
Indian
Illustrated by Ellen Forney

New York: Little, Brown Books for Young Readers, 
2007

FOURTEEN-YEAR-OLD ARNOLD SPIRIT Jr. lives and attends school on the 
Spokane Indian Reservation in Washington State. The reservation is riddled 
with poverty, and there is very little to eat in most households. The school 
resorts to used and outdated textbooks and most students have no aspira-
tions or goals for the future. Junior, as Arnold is called, is a good basketball 
player and artist, and he needs to get out. Life has been especially tough for 
him. He was born with “water on the brain,” and his odd looks make him 
the ideal target of bullies. To make matters worse, he stutters, suff ers from 
frequent seizures, and has very poor eyesight. Some of the bullies on the 
reservation think he looks and acts like the cartoons he draws.

Alcoholism is rampant on the reservation, and Junior’s family is no 
exception. His parents are drunk most of the time, and his sister, who does 
manage to get off  the reservation, dies in a mobile home fi re because she 
was too drunk to smell the smoke. The most positive role model in his life 
is Grandmother Spirit. Junior is devastated when she is hit and killed by a 
drunk driver while walking home from a powwow. She and Junior enjoyed 
a special relationship, and it is she who provided him advice and support.
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Rowdy, Junior’s best friend, is tough and tries to protect him from the 
bullies. But he can’t assist Junior with the pent-up anger raging inside his 
head. At the beginning of Junior’s freshman year in high school, he sees his 
mother’s name in a math textbook and becomes so angry about the age of the 
book that he throws it and breaks the teacher’s nose. This act of violence is 
a turning point for him. The teacher, known as Mr. P., realizes that Arnold 
has potential and encourages him to get off the reservation and create a 
better life for himself. To some on the reservation, Junior is abandoning 
his own culture when he enrolls in an all-white high school twenty-two 
miles away in Reardan. Now called Arnold, he struggles to fit in. There are 
times when his part-time life on the reservation and his part-time life in a 
school filled with spoiled rich kids do collide. He faces prejudices against 
Indians at school, and he is the only one enrolled. Back home, his status 
as a “traitor” makes him an outcast among his own people. Things turn 
around for him when he makes the high school basketball team, develops 
a crush on a popular white girl, and makes friends with a school geek who 
becomes his mentor.

Told in the first person from Arnold’s point of view, his story contains 
sixty-five “comic-style” illustrations that contribute to both the humorous and 
tragic parts of his story as he struggles to bridge two very different cultures.

School Library Journal (September 1, 2007) says the book “delivers a 
positive message in a low-key manner.” They recommend it for grades seven 
through ten. Ian Chipman, the reviewer for Booklist (August 1, 2007), states 
that Alexie “doesn’t pull any punches as he levels his eye at stereotypes both 
warranted and inapt.” Kirkus (July 15, 2007) calls the novel an “achingly 
clear-eyed look at the realities of reservation life.” Publishers Weekly (August 
20, 2007) comments on the “dark humor” and the “jazzy syntax and Forney’s 
witty cartoons.” Horn Book Magazine (September 1, 2007) recommends 
the book for middle and high school students and calls “Junior’s spirit 
unquenchable and his style inimitable.” A teen reviewer for Voice of Youth 
Advocates (August 1, 2007) says that the novel is “realistic and fantastical 
and funny and tragic all at the same time.” Bruce Barcott, the reviewer for 
the New York Times Sunday Book Review (November 11, 2007), states that 
the novel is “a gem of a book.” He praises Alexie by saying that this “may 
be his best work yet.” The Guardian (October 3, 2008) praises the book and 
says, “It’s humane, authentic and, most of all, it speaks.”
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3The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian

CHALLENGES
According to data collected by the ALA’s Office for Intellectual Freedom, 
Alexie’s novel was #9 on the Top Ten Most Challenged Books List in 2018, 
#2 in 2017, #1 in 2014, #3 in 2013, #2 in 2012, #5 in 2011, and #2 in 
2010. It also ranked #1 on the Top 100 List of Challenged Books for the 
decade 2010–2019. The reasons cited include “drugs/alcohol/smoking, 
offensive language, racism, sexually explicit, unsuited to age group.” 

A parent objected to the book in Crook County, Oregon, in 2008 because 
of references to “masturbation.” The book was removed from the library 
shelves.

In 2009, the novel was retained on the summer reading list at Antioch 
(Illinois) High School despite objections from several parents who found 
the book “vulgar” and “racist.”

The book was banned in the curriculum but retained in the library at 
the Newcastle (Wyoming) Middle School in 2010. In the same year, the 
school board in Stockton, Missouri, voted to ban the book, and the novel 
was challenged at Helena High School in Montana. The challenge was 
withdrawn under pressure from the Montana ACLU.

The novel was challenged because of “coarse themes and language” in 
2011 but later returned to the Richland, Washington school district. That 
same year, it was pulled from the Dade County (Georgia) library shelves and 
the required high school reading list because of complaints of “vulgarity, 
racism, and anti-Christian content.” It was also challenged as an eighth-
grade English assignment at the Old Rochester Regional Junior High School 
in Mattapoisett, Massachusetts.

There were challenges to the novel as required reading in at least three 
freshman English classes at the Westfield (New Jersey) High School in 
2012 because of “very sensitive material in the book including excerpts on 
masturbation amongst other explicit sexual references, encouraging por-
nography, racism, religious irreverence, and strong language (including the 
f- and n-words).” The school board voted to retain the book. In the same 
year, the novel was challenged in the Geraldine (Montana) public schools 
as “inappropriate for classroom because of sex and language.” The status 
of the challenge is unknown. The novel was also challenged but retained in 
Springfield, Massachusetts’s public schools. The Comic Book Legal Defense 
Fund aided in this defense.
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In 2013, the novel was banned at Public School 114 (middle school) 
in Rockaway, Queens, New York, because the topic of “masturbation” isn’t 
“appropriate for eleven-year-olds.”

The novel was banned in the Meridian (Idaho) high school in 2014 
because it “contains language we do not speak in our homes.” It was chal-
lenged but retained in Billings (Montana) School District #2.

In 2014, the novel was removed from a required reading list in a Queens, 
New York, middle school because of the topic of “masturbation.” In the same 
year, a parent of a tenth-grade student at Skyview High School in Billings, 
Montana, asked that the book be removed from a reading list because it is 
“written by a Native American who reinforces all the negative stereotypes 
of his people and does it with the crude, obscene, and unfiltered viewpoint 
of a ninth-grader growing up on a reservation.” The novel was also pulled 
from schools in Jefferson County, West Virginia, after a parent complained 
about the novel’s graphic nature. It was challenged in the Sweet Home Junior 
High School in Oregon by parents who were concerned by the content, par-
ticularly the “objectification of women and young girls.” The eighth-grade 
students were offered an alternative assignment.

The novel was challenged in 2015 at the Cedar Grove Middle School in 
Wilmington, North Carolina, because of “sexual behavior, as well as incidents 
of racism, vulgar language, bullying, and violence.” It was suspended from 
the approved book list at the Highland Park High School in Texas by the 
superintendent. After a national backlash, the novel was reinstated. The 
controversy caused the school board to make policy changes on how the 
district selects books and how they handle parental objections. It was pulled 
from the supplemental reading list for high school students in Meridian, 
Idaho, because it “discusses masturbation, profanity, and it’s anti-Christian.” 

In 2016, it was challenged but retained in Brunswick County (North 
Carolina) schools after a grandmother complained that the book “portrays 
bestiality and is pornographic.” 

In 2017, the president of the school board complained about the book 
in Conejo Valley, California, because of “sexuality and profanity.” The book 
was retained. According to the 2017–2018 Texas ACLU Report, the novel 
was challenged because it was deemed “politically, racially, or socially 
offensive” but was retained in all the Yes Prep Public Schools.

The book was challenged by several parents in 2018 in the New London- 
Spicer (Minnesota) school district. Stating that the novel is “gratuitous and 

alastore.ala.org



FOR R
EVIE

W
 O

NLY

5The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian

unnecessary,” they objected to its use in the eighth-grade curriculum. It 
was retained. In the same year, the novel was challenged but retained at 
Democracy Prep in Nevada when parents complained that seventh-graders 
were required to read it. They objected to it being required reading due 
to “language and sexual references.” In the same year, it was retained at 
Sauk Prairie (Wisconsin) schools after parents complained about the book’s 
use in the ninth grade. They objected to “profanity, violence, and sexual 
references.” It was temporarily removed from the tenth-grade reading list 
at the Alton (Illinois) high school. It was reinstated to the curriculum after 
a teacher successfully worked with the parent who complained. 

In 2019, the novel was retained but restricted to extracurricular book 
club use after parents objected to it being required reading in the Midland, 
Michigan public schools. They voiced concern about the content including 
“alcohol, bullying, violence, sexual references, profanity, and racial slurs.” In 
the same year, an English teacher at the Waverly (Kansas) high school was 
suspended for considering the use of the book in the classroom. The Oregon 
Intellectual Freedom Clearinghouse reported a challenge in an eighth-grade 
language arts class at the North Albany Middle School because of “swearing, 
racial slurs, and reference to masturbation.” The novel was retained.

AWARDS AND ACCOLADES
2010 California Young Reader Medal: Young Adult
2009 Delaware Diamonds Book Award: High School
2009 Great Lakes Great Book Award: Grades 9–12 (Michigan)
2008 ALA/YALSA Best Books for Young Adults List
2008 Boston Globe-Horn Book Award: Fiction
2008 Washington State Book Award
2007 National Book Award for Young People’s Literature
2007 New York Times Notable Books: Children’s Books
2007 Publishers Weekly Best Books of the Year List
2007 Publishers Weekly Best Children’s Books List
2007 School Library Journal Best Books of the Year List
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Wall Street Journal, June 9, 2011. http://blogs.wsj.com/speakeasy/ 
2011/06/09/why-the-best-kids-books-are-written-in-blood.

Crandall, Bryan Ripley. “Adding a Disability Perspective When Reading 
Adolescent Literature: Sherman Alexie’s The Absolutely True Diary of 
a Part-Time Indian.” Alan Review 179 (Winter 2009): 71–78.

Hunt, Jonathan. “Worth a Thousand Words.” Horn Book Magazine 84 
(July/August 2008): 421–26.
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Insenga, Angela. “Taking Cartoons as Seriously as Books: Using Images 
to Read Words in The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian.” 
SIGNAL Journal 35 (Spring/Summer 2012): 18–26.

Macintyre, Pamela. “The Rise of the Illustrated Young Adult Novel: 
Challenges to Form and Ideology.” International Journal of the Book 
8 (2011): 135–43.

Censorship
Bousquet, Mark. “Sherman Alexie: Censorship of Any Form Punishes Cu-

riosity.” Comic Book Legal Defense Fund, October 15, 2012. http://
cbldf.org/2012/10/sherman-alexie-censorship-of-any-form-punishes 
-curiosity.

Connelly, Joel. “Sherman Alexie Novel Banned in Meridian, Idaho.” Seattlepi 
.com, April 3, 2014. http://blog.seattlepi.com/seattlepolitics/2014/ 
04/03/sherman-alexie-novel-banned-in-meridian-idaho.

“Sherman Alexie Talks to NCAC’s the Write Stuff about Being Banned.” 
Blog of the National Coalition against Censorship, February 19, 
2013. http://ncacblog.wordpress.com/2013/02/19/sherman-alexie 
-talks-to-ncacs-the-write-stuff-about-being-banned.

For Listening and Viewing
www.youtube.com/watch?v=LUs9Boyqqdc, May 22, 2013. Sherman 

Alexie talks to the American Booksellers for Free Expression.
www.c-span.org/video/?202083-3/the-absolutely-true-diary-part-time 

-indian. November 3, 2007. Sherman Alexie speaks at the 2007 
Texas Book Festival.

TALKING WITH READERS ABOUT THE ISSUES
 • Analyze the title of the book. At what point in the novel do you rec-
ognize the meaning of “part-time?” Why is it so difficult for Arnold to 
be “part-time” in the two worlds in which he lives?

 • Alexie opens a window for readers when he reveals the character of 
Junior and details his life on the reservation. What do you see? Why is 
it important to have an open mind when reading about other cultures, 
people, or environments that are different from yours?
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 • What prejudices does Junior face when he attends the high school in 
town? How does he deal with these prejudices?

 • How does Alexie use humor to soften the “dark” side of Junior’s life? 
Explain how the cartoon illustrations contribute to the novel. How do 
they expand the text?

 • This novel has been challenged and banned because of “offensive 
language, drugs/alcohol/smoking, sex, and racism.” How are these 
issues a very real part of Junior’s life? Why is talking about these issues 
better than denying that they exist?

 • The novel received many more challenges after Alexie was accused of 
sexual misconduct while on the speaking circuit. Debate whether this 
is an appropriate reason to challenge or ban a book.

 • How is the novel about courage and hope? Focus on these themes and 
prepare a statement in defense of the novel.

RELATED BOOKS CHALLENGED FOR SIMILAR REASONS
Aquado, Bill, and Richard Newirth, eds. Paint Me Like I Am: Teen Poems 

from WritersCorps. New York: HarperTeen, an imprint of HarperCol-
lins, 2003.

In 2009, the principal at the Landis Intermediate School in Vineyard, 
New Jersey, removed two pages that included the poem “Diary of an 
Abusive Step-Father” after a thirteen-year-old Landis student’s mother 
questioned its appropriateness. The thirty-one-line poem is peppered 
with profanity and details a violent relationship between an adult and 
a child. San Francisco-based WritersCorps, an art organization linking 
writers with teens in urban areas to provide outlets for their experiences, 
produced the anthology.

It was also challenged in 2009 in the combined middle and high 
school library in the North Fond du Lac School District in Wisconsin. 
The book was retained provided it has a label designating it as appro-
priate for high school students. Younger students can also access the 
book with prior parental permission.
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Cisneros, Sandra. The House on Mango Street. New York: Knopf, an imprint 
of Penguin Random House, 1994 (originally published in 1984).

This book about a twelve-year-old Chicana girl who dreams of a different 
life than the one she is living on Mango Street, a poor area of Chicago, 
was removed from the middle school curriculum at St. Helens Middle 
School in Oregon in 2012 because of “concerns for the social issues 
presented.” A former student pressured the school board to reinstate 
the book. 

It was also one of more than eighty books removed from the curric-
ulum in Tucson, Arizona, when the Mexican-American Studies Program 
was disbanded in 2012.
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JAY ASHER

Thirteen Reasons Why
New York: Razorbill, an imprint of 
Penguin Random House, 2007

HIGH SCHOOLER HANNAH Baker is a new girl in town, and she wants 
more than anything to have a new start. Instead, she becomes the target 
of bullies and mean girls, which causes her severe emotional stress. She 
does attempt to talk with Mr. Bryce, the school counselor, but he doesn’t 
off er to get help for her. She ultimately commits suicide. The puzzling thing 
for classmate Clay Jenson is that two weeks after Hannah’s suicide, he 
receives a series of audiotapes in the mail that unfold the thirteen reasons 
why Hannah ended her life. As he listens to Hannah name students who 
bullied her, he wonders what he could have done to help her. She calls 
out Justin, who is responsible for rumors about her; Alex, who told others 
that Hannah had the “best ass” in town; and Jessica and Courtney, who 
pretended to be her friend when they were only using her. Also mentioned 
is Ryan, who stole Hannah’s poem “Soul Alone” and published it in the 
school newspaper. Clay, who was kind to Hannah, contemplates her audio 
suicide message. Hannah’s words cause him to reach out to another student 
who he believes is suicidal. 
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Publishers Weekly (October 2007) says that the novel is “uncommonly 
polished.” The reviewer for School Library Journal (November 1, 2007) 
comments on the “complex and soulful characters.”

CHALLENGES
According to the American Library Association’s Office for Intellectual 
Freedom, the novel was #3 on the Top Ten Most Frequently Challenged 
Books List in 2012, #1 in 2017, and #6 in 2018. It was ranked #3 on the 
Top 100 Most Challenged List in the decade 2010–2019. Teen suicide was 
the primary reason cited.

According to the Texas ACLU, the novel was challenged but retained in 
the 2009–2010 school year at the Round Rock Independent School District 
because of “profanity or horror.” 

In a report issued by the National Council of Teachers of English in 
2013, the novel was challenged because of “obscene language” and “sexual 
content” but retained in the ninth-grade curriculum in Michigan. It was also 
challenged in a Pennsylvania eighth-grade classroom library because of the 
topic of “teen suicide.” 

The novel was challenged because of “sexual activity and violence” but 
retained in the 2012–2013 academic year at the Lee-Davis High School in 
the Hanover County Public Schools in Ashland, Virginia. 

In 2017, the novel was labeled “pornographic” by a parent at Lemont 
High School District 210 in Illinois. It was put under formal review. The 
outcome is unknown. In the same year, students at Stone Lakes Elementary 
School in Orange County, Florida, were instructed not to bring the book 
on campus. It was also pulled from middle school classrooms in Anderson, 
Kentucky. 

In 2018, the novel was temporarily removed from school library shelves 
in Colorado at the Mesa County School District. The curriculum director 
was concerned about the content of the book since there had been recent 
teenage suicides in the community. After school librarians protested, the 
book was returned to the shelves. In the same year, the book was banned 
at the Red Deer Catholic Regional School Division in Canada over concerns 
that the TV series “glamorized teen suicide.” The principal at Stone Lakes 
Elementary School in Florida banned the book because of the “graphic 
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nature of the suicide and the frequent use of profanity, alcohol and sexual 
material.” It was challenged after a mother voiced concerns about “the 
tone of the main characters’ expressions, lack of mental health care, and 
author’s lack of moral lesson for those suffering depression” but was retained 
in a high school in Fort Wayne, Indiana. After the Netflix series aired, the 
superintendent of schools in Anderson County, Kentucky, banned the book 
from middle school libraries and classrooms. The novel was challenged in 
all middle schools and in Livingston High School by the Livingston, Texas, 
Independent School District because of “language, sexual content and vio-
lence.” It was retained but restricted to certain students. 

In 2019, the novel was challenged at the Westwood Regional Middle 
School in New Jersey because it could do “irrevocable harm.” The book 
was removed from the language arts classroom library but retained in the 
school library.

AWARDS AND ACCOLADES
2013 Abraham Lincoln High School Book Award (Illinois)
2012 ALA/YALSA Popular Paperbacks for Young Adults: Sticks and 

Stones
2012 Iowa High School Book Award
2011 Delaware Diamonds Book Award: High School
2010 Garden State Teen Book Award (New Jersey): Fiction (Grades 9–12)
2010 Gateway Readers Award (Missouri): High School
2010 Georgia Peach Award for Teen Readers Honor Book
2010 Sequoyah Book Awards (Oklahoma): High School Books
2010 South Carolina Book Awards: Young Adult Books
2009 Heartland Award for Excellence in Young Adult Literature  

(1926–2010) 
2009 Kentucky Bluegrass Award: Grades 9–12
2009 Texas TAYSHAS Reading Lists
2008 ALA/YALSA Best Books for Young Adults
2008 ALA/YALSA Quick Picks for Reluctant Young Adult Readers
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OFFICIAL WEBSITES FOR THE NOVEL AND AUTHOR
www.thirteenreasonswhy.com 
http://jayasher.blogspot.com (Jay Asher’s official blog)

FURTHER READING
The Author
Bott, C. J. “Bullied to Death: An Interview with Julie Anne Peters and Jay 

Asher.” Voice of Youth Advocates 32 (December 2009): 366–369.
Brunner, Rob. “Why Teen-Suicide Novel ‘Thirteen Reasons Why’ Is Saving 

Lives: An Interview with Jay Asher.” Entertainment Weekly, June 13, 
2011. https://ew.com/article/2011/06/13/jay-asher-thirteen-reasons 
-why.

Diaz, Shelley. “Raw Honesty: Author Jay Asher Talks to SLJ about ‘Thir-
teen Reasons Why.’” School Library Journal, February 27, 2014. 
www.slj.com/?detailStory=raw-honesty-author-jay-asher-talks-to 
-slj-about-thirteen-reasons-why.

“Interview with Jan Asher.” Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy 54 
(April 2011): 542–545.

Smith, Cynthia Leitich. “Author Interview: Jay Asher on Thirteen Reasons  
Why.” Cynsations (blog), February 5, 2008. https://cynthia 
leitichsmith.com/2008/02/author-interview-jay-asher-on-thirteen.

The Book
Chisholm, James S., and Trent, Brandie. “Everything… Affects Every-

thing: Promoting Critical Perspectives toward Bullying with Thirteen 
Reasons Why.” English Journal 101 (July 2012): 75–80.

“Jay Asher Tells Why the Thirteen Reasons Why Anniversary Edition 
Contains the Book’s Original Ending.” Penguin Teen. www.penguin 
teen.com/thirteen-reasons-why-anniversary.

Tasman, Allan. “Why Not Thirteen Reasons Why?” Psychiatric Times 34 
(June 2017): 1–2. 

Walter, Brooklyn, and Boy, Ashley S. “A Threat or Just a Book? Analyz-
ing Responses to Thirteen Reasons Why in a Discourse Community.” 
Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy 62 (March 2019): 615–623. 
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Censorship
Associated Press. “School District Pulls ‘Thirteen Reasons Why’ Book,” 

Hollywood Reporter, May 16, 2017. www.hollywoodreporter.com/
news/school-district-pulls-thirteen-reasons-why-book-1004208.

Blundo, Joe. “No Good Reason to Ban ‘Thirteen Reasons Why’ Book.” The 
Columbus Dispatch, September 23, 2018. www.dispatch.com/ 
entertainmentlife/20180923/joe-blundo-no-good-reason-to-ban 
-thirteen-reasons-why-book.

Diegelman, Amy. “Thirteen Reasons Why Censorship Won’t Help.” Book 
Riot, May 30, 2017. https://bookriot.com/thirteen-reasons-why 
-censorship-wont-help.

Gomez, Betsy. “Banned Spotlight: Thirteen Reasons Why.” Banned Books 
Week, September 17, 2018. https://bannedbooksweek.org/banned 
-spotlight-thirteen-reasons-why/ (September 17, 2018).

Strum, Lora. “Banning Books like ‘13 Reasons Why’ Makes it Harder for 
Teens to Open Up to Adults, Author Says,” PBS News Hour, Septem-
ber 28, 2017. www.pbs.org/newshour/arts/banning-books-like-13 
-reasons-makes-harder-teens-open-adults-author-says.

For Listening and Viewing
www.youtube.com/watch?v=5w6N9qaZ5cc. Jay Asher talks about writ-

ing Thirteen Reasons Why.
www.youtube.com/watch?v=CZZUxkfdHAs. This is a discussion of the 

ten differences between the novel and the television series. 

TALKING WITH READERS ABOUT THE ISSUES
 • Clay Jenson was always kind to Hannah. Why does she mail the tapes 
to him? Discuss the effect the tapes have on Clay.

 • At the end of the novel, Clay tries to help another student whom he 
believes is suicidal. Explain why he thinks the student is troubled. 
What warning signs were there that Hannah was suicidal? Why is it 
important for teens to recognize such warning signs?

 • Hannah goes to Mr. Bryce for help, but he blames her for her own 
problems. What should he have done? How is it the responsibility of 
school personnel to deal with bullying? 
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 • Discuss the claim by the person who challenged the book in 2019 that 
it could do “irrevocable harm.” What good might the book do?

 • Some adults are uncomfortable with their teens reading a book about 
suicide. Debate whether the book is about suicide or bullying.

RELATED BOOKS CHALLENGED FOR SIMILAR REASONS
Hopkins, Ellen. Impulse. New York: Margaret K. McElderry, an imprint of 

Simon & Schuster, 2007.

Set in a mental hospital, this novel, written in verse, explores the lives 
of three troubled teens who attempted to take their lives. In 2009, the 
author was uninvited to a middle school in Norman, Oklahoma, after a 
parent objected to the “inappropriate content” of the book.

LaCour, Nina. Hold Still. New York: Dutton, an imprint of Penguin Random 
House, 2009.

According to data collected by the ALA, this novel about a high school 
girl who is struggling with a friend’s suicide was banned from the Blue 
Springs (Missouri)  school libraries and classrooms in 2013 because it 
is “riddled with obscenities.”
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A
The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time 

Indian (Alexie), 1–9
Achingly Alice (Naylor), 102
The Adventures of Captain Underpants 

(Pilkey), 111–112
The Adventures of Super Diaper Baby 

(Pilkey), 112
Afghanistan, 185–189
The Agony of Alice (Naylor), 99, 100, 102 
Al Capone Does My Shirts (Choldenko), 

31–35
Alexander, Lloyd, 147
Alexie, Sherman, 1–9
Alice Alone (Naylor), 100, 102
Alice in Charge (Naylor), 100
Alice in Lace (Naylor), 102
Alice In-Between (Naylor), 100, 102
Alice on Her Way (Naylor), 102, 103
Alice on the Outside (Naylor), 102, 103, 

174
Alice series (Naylor), xiii, 99–106, 174
Alice the Brave (Naylor), 102
All American Boys (Reynolds), 179
All but Alice (Naylor), 103

INDEX

All the Bright Places (Niven), 138
ALSC (Association of Library Service to 

Children), xiii
Amazing Spider-Man: Revelations 

(Straczynski, Romita, and Hanna), 
159

American Library Association, Office 
for Intellectual Freedom (OIF), xi, 
xii

Ancona, George, 188
And Tango Makes Three (Richardson 

and Parnell), 127–132
Anderson, Laurie Halse, 56
Annie on My Mind (Garden), xii
Aquado, Bill, 8
Armstrong, William H., 169
Asher, Jay, 10–15
Asking about Sex and Growing Up (Cole), 

71
Asperger Syndrome, 35
Association of Library Service to 

Children (ALSC), xiii
Attack of the Mutant Underwear 

(Birdseye), 116
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Austrian, J. J., 183
autism, 31
The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman 

(Gaines), 169

B
Bailey, Jacqui, 70
Baker, Alia Muhammad, 189
Baldacchino, Christine, 16–20
The Best Man (Peck), 107–110
Better Nate Than Ever (Federle), 174
Beyond the Grave (Herbst), 153
bipolar disorder, 41, 44
Birdseye, Tom, 116
Bone series (Smith), 154–159
Boot Camp (Strasser), 93
Booth, Coe, 93
Brannen, Sarah S., 110
Brashares, Ann, 106
Brennan-Nelson, Denise, 110
Brown, Marc, 132
bullying, 10, 14, 15, 41–42, 44, 98, 

107, 110, 116, 164
Bunting, Eve, 24
Buster’s Sugartime (Brown), 132

C
Called2Action, 103
Captain Underpants and the Attack of the 

Talking Toilets (Pilkey), 112
Captain Underpants and the Invasion of 

the Potty Snatchers (Pilkey), 112
Captain Underpants and the Perilous Plot 

of Professor Poopypants (Pilkey), 
113

Captain Underpants and the Preposterous 
Plight of the Purple Potty People 
(Pilkey), 112

Captain Underpants and the Sensational 
Saga of Sir Stinks-A-Lot (Pilkey), 
113

Captain Underpants and the Terrifying 
Return of Tippy Tinkletrousers 
(Pilkey), 112

Captain Underpants series (Pilkey), 
111–116

The Catcher in the Rye (Salinger), 30
Celano, Marianne, 21–24
challenges, process for, xi–xii
Chbosky, Stephen, 25–30
Choldenko, Gennifer, 31–35
The Chronicles of Prydain (Alexander), 

147
Cisneros, Sandra, 9
Civil Rights Movement, 36–40
Clapp, Patricia, 147
Clarke, Cat, 44
Cole, Joanna, 71
Collins, Marietta, 21–24
Collins, Suzanne, 88
Comic Book Legal Defense Fund, xii, 3, 

42, 161
The Complete Cartoon Epic in One 

Volume (Smith), 155
Conly, Jane Leslie, 35
Crazy Lady! (Conly), 35
Crown of Horns (Smith), 154–155
Cuban Kids (Ancona), 188
cursing. See language issues
Curtis, Christopher Paul, 36–40

D
Daddy’s Roommate (Willhoite), 132
Dangerously Alice (Naylor), 100, 103
A Day in the Life of Marlon Bundo 

(Twiss), 180–184
De Haan, Linda, 184
Dear Martin (Stone), 179
Diary of a Wimpy Kid series (Kinney), 

76
Donovan’s Big Day (Newman), 65
Dragonslayer (Smith), 155, 156
Drama (Telgemeier), 170–174
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E
The Earth, My Butt, and Other Big Round 

Things (Mackler), 138
Eleanor and Park (Rowell), 133–138
Emberley, Michael, 66–68
Erbach, Arlene, 164
Erskine, Kathryn, 35
euthanasia, 84, 87

F
Federle, Tim, 174
Fitzhugh, Louise, 76
folklore, 148, 149, 152
Freeman, Martha, 125
Friend, Natasha, 98

G
Gaines, Ernest J., 169
Gammell, Stephen, 148, 
Garden, Nancy, xii
gay marriage. See same-sex marriage/

relationships
gender identity, 16–20, 41–44, 45–50, 

77–81. See also self-identity
Gentlehands (Kerr), 60
George (Gino), 45–50
Gino, Alex, 45–50
The Giver (Lowry), 82–88
Gloria Goes to Gay Pride (Newman), 121
The Great Cow Race (Smith), 155, 156
Green, John, 51–56
Greene, Bette, 57–60
The Grooming of Alice (Naylor, Phyllis 

Reynolds), 100, 102
Grove, Vicki, 40

H
Haack, Daniel, 61–65
Hall, Michael, 81
Hanna, Scott, 159

Harriet the Spy (Fitzhugh), 76
Harris, Robie H., 66–71
Harry Potter series (Rowling), xiii, 

139–147
The Hate U Give (Thomas), 175–179
Hazzard, Ann, 21–24
Heather Has Two Mommies (Newman), 

126
Herbst, Judith, 153
Herthel, Jessica, 77–81
Hoffman, Ian, 81
Hoffman, Sarah, 81
Hold Still (LaCour), 15
homelessness, 93
homosexuality, 25–27, 61–65, 70,  

101–102, 107–110, 122–126, 127–
132, 170, 174, 184.  
See also LGBTQIA+ themes;  
same-sex marriage/relationships

Hopkins, Ellen, 15
The House on Mango Street (Cisneros), 9
The Hunger Games (Collins), 88

I
I Am Jazz (Herthel and Jennings), 

77–81
identity. See gender identity;  

self-identity
Ignatow, Amy, 72–76
Impulse (Hopkins), 15
In Our Mothers’ House (Polacco),  

122–126
Incredibly Alice (Naylor), 100
Indian themes, 1–9. See also prejudice; 

racial issues/racism
infanticide, 84
Intensively Alice (Naylor), 103
The Internet Girls series (Myracle), 

94–98
Iraq, 189
Is He a Girl? (Sachar), 50
It’s Perfectly Normal (Harris), 66–71
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J
Jacob’s New Dress (Hoffman and 

Hoffman), 81
Jake Reinvented (Korman), 30
Jennings, Jazz, 77–81
Jim Crow Laws, 36–37, 39

K
Kerr, M. E., 60
Kilodavis, Cheryl, 19
King, Martin Luther, Jr., 179
King and King (De Haan and Nijland), 

184
Kinney, Jeff, 76
Koning and Koning (De Haan and 

Nijland), 184
Korman, Gordon, 30

L
l8r, g8r (Myracle), 94, 95, 96
LaCour, Nina, 15
language issues, 3–5, 11–12, 15, 26, 

32, 34, 35, 37–38, 40, 52–53, 55, 
56, 58, 60, 76, 88, 90, 93, 95–96, 
98, 101–103, 106, 112–113, 116, 
134, 138, 159, 161, 164, 169, 
176, 179

LGBTQIA+ themes, 16–20, 25–27,  
41–44, 50, 61–65, 107–110, 
170, 174, 183–184. See also 
homosexuality; transgender

The Librarian of Basra: A True Story 
from Iraq (Winter), 189

Lily and Dunkin (Gephart), 41–44
Looking for Alaska (Green), 51–56
Love and Other Four Letter Words 

(Mackler), 106
Lovingly Alice (Naylor), 103
Lowry, Lois, 82–88
Luna (Peters), 44
Lush (Friend), 98

M
Mackler, Carolyn, 106, 138
material selection policies, importance 

of, xi
McCafferty, Jan, 70
Mexican WhiteBoy (de la Peña), xii
Mexican-American Studies Program 

(AZ), xii, 9
The Middle School Survival Guide: How 

to Survive from the Day Elementary 
School Ends until the Second High 
School Begins (Erbach), 164

Mississippi Bridge (Taylor), 40
Mockingbird (Erskine), 35
Monster (Myers), 89–93
More Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark 

(Schwartz), 148, 149, 150
More Tales for the Midnight Hour 

(Stamper), 153
Morning Is a Long Time Coming 

(Greene), 58
Morris Micklewhite and the Tangerine 

Dress (Baldacchino), 16–20
My Princess Boy (Kilodavis), 19
Myers, Walter Dean, 89–93
Myracle, Lauren, 94–98

N
Nasreen’s Secret School (Winter), 185–189
Naylor, Phyllis Reynolds, xiii, 99–106, 

174
Newirth, Richard, 8
Newman, Lesléa, 20, 65, 121, 126
Nijland, Stern, 184
Niven, Jennifer, 138
Now I’ll Tell You Everything (Naylor), 100

O
Office for Intellectual Freedom (OIF), 

xi, xii
Out From Boneville (Smith), 154
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P
Paint Me Like I Am: Teen Poems 

from WritersCorps (Aquado and 
Newirth), 8

The Pants Project (Clarke), 44
Parnell, Peter, 127–132
Patiently Alice (Naylor), 102
Peck, Richard, 107–110
Peña, Matt de la, xii
Pence, Mike, 180
The Perks of Being a Wallflower 

(Chbosky), 25–30
Pessin-Whedbee, Brool, 50
Peters, Julie Anne, 44
Pilkey, Dav, 111–116
Pitman, Gayle E., 117–121
Polacco, Patricia, 122–126
The Popularity Papers series (Ignatow), 

72–76
prejudice, 1–9, 40, 57–60. Sea also 

racial issues/racism
Prep (Sittenfeld), 56
Pretty Little Liars (Shepard), 98
pride parades, 117–121
Pride: The Story of Harvey Milk and the 

Rainbow Flag (Sanders), 121
Prince & Knight (Haack), 61–65
process, importance of, xi–xii
profanity. See language issues 

R
Racial issues/racism, 1–9, 21–24,  

36–40, 57–60, 165–169, 175–179 
Red: A Crayon’s Story (Hall), 81
Reiss, Johanna, 60
religious viewpoints, 60, 78, 95, 98, 

147, 149–150, 153, 181, 185–189
Reluctantly Alice (Naylor), 103
Reynolds, Jason, 179
Richardson, Justin, 127–132
Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry (Taylor), 

165–169

Romita, John, Jr., 159
Rowell, Rainbow, 133–138
Rowling, J. K., xiii, 139–147

S
Sachar, Louis, 50, 116
Salinger, J. D., 30
same-sex marriage/relationships, 65, 

107–110, 113, 125, 126, 127–132, 
180–184. See also homosexuality; 
LGBTQIA+ themes

Sanders, Rob, 121
Santat, Dan, 159
Scary Stories 3: More Tales to Chill Your 

Bones (Schwartz), 148, 149, 150
Scary Stories series (Schwartz), 148–153
Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark 

(Schwartz), xiii, 148, 149, 150
Schrag, Ariel, 164
Schwartz, Alvin, xiii, 148–153
self-identity, 81. See also gender 

identity
Sex, Puberty, and All That Stuff: A Guide 

to Growing Up (Bailey), 70
Sex Is a Funny Word (Silverberg), 65
sexual education, 66–71, 123
sexuality, 4, 5, 11–12, 26, 27, 30, 42, 

46, 52–53, 55, 56, 58, 66–71, 84, 
87, 88, 90, 93, 95, 98, 101–103, 
105, 106, 108, 109, 113, 138, 
156, 159, 164, 169, 171, 174, 
176Shepard, Sara, 98

Shusterman, Neal, 88
Sidekicks (Santat), 159
Silverberg, Cory, 65
Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants 

(Brashares), 106
Sittenfeld, Curtis, 56
Smith, Jeff, 154–159
Smoky Night (Bunting), 24
Something Happened in Our Town (Celano, 

Collins, and Hazzard), 21–24
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Sounder (Armstrong), 169
Sparkle Boy (Newman), 20
Speak (Anderson), 56
Stamper, J. P., 153
The Starplace (Grove), 40
Stone, Nic, 179
Stonewall riots, 117
storytelling, art of, 148
Straczynski, J. Michael, 159
Strasser, Todd, 93
Stuck in the Middle: 17 Comics from an 

Unpleasant Age (Schrag), 164
suicide, 10–15, 52–53, 55, 84
Summer of My German Soldier (Greene), 

57–60
swear words. See language issues

T
Taliban, 185
Tamaki, Mariko, 160–164
Taylor, Mildred D., 40, 165–169
Telgemeier, Raina, 170–174
Thirteen Reasons Why (Asher), 10–15
This Day in June (Pitman), 117–121
This One Summer (Tamaki), 160–164
Thomas, Angie, 175–179
transgender, 41–44, 45–50, 77–81. 

See also LGBTQIA+ themes
Treasure Hunters (Smith), 155
The Trouble with Babies (Freeman), 125
Trump, Donald, 180
ttfn (Myracle), 94, 95, 96
ttyl (Myracle), 94–95, 96, 98
Twiss, Jill, 180–184
Tyrell (Booth), 93

U
Uncle Bobby’s Wedding (Brannen), 110
Unwind (Shusterman), 88
The Upstairs Room (Reiss), 60

V
violence, 11, 24, 30, 35, 37, 84, 88, 90, 

93, 142, 149, 150, 152, 156, 186, 
188. See also suicide

W
war themes, 184–189
The Watsons Go to Birmingham–1963 

(Curtis), 36–40
Wayside School Is Falling Down (Sacher), 

116
weddings, 180. See also same-sex 

marriage/relationships
Who Are You?: The Kid’s Guide to 

Gender Identity (Pessin-Whedbee), 
50

Willhoite, Michael, 132
Willow and the Wedding (Brennan-

Nelson), 110
Winter, Jeanette, 185–189
witchcraft, 139–147
Witches’ Children (Clapp), 147
Worm Loves Worm (Austrian), 183
WritersCorps, 8

Y
yolo (Myracle), 94, 95, 98
Young Adult Library Services 

Association (YALSA), xiii
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