
the wednesday wars

the wednesday wars is a critically acclaimed young adult novel written by Gary D. Schmidt. Set
against the backdrop of the Vietnam War era, the book intricately weaves themes of adolescence,
growth, and historical context through the eyes of its protagonist, Holling Hoodhood. This coming-of-
age story explores the challenges and triumphs of middle school life, friendship, and family
dynamics. The novel has garnered praise for its rich character development, engaging narrative, and
authentic portrayal of 1960s America. This article offers a comprehensive analysis of the book’s plot,
characters, themes, and its impact on readers and young adult literature. Readers will also find
insights into the author’s background and the cultural significance of the novel today. To help guide
this exploration, a detailed table of contents is provided below.
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Overview of The Wednesday Wars
The Wednesday Wars follows Holling Hoodhood, a seventh grader navigating the complexities of
adolescence during the 1967–1968 school year in a small town on Long Island, New York. The story
unfolds as Holling spends Wednesday afternoons alone while his classmates attend religious
instruction. Throughout these afternoons, he encounters various challenges, from academic
struggles to conflicts with his peers and family. The narrative skillfully blends personal growth with
significant historical events, such as the Vietnam War and the assassination of Martin Luther King
Jr., providing readers with a nuanced understanding of the era. The book’s structure and pacing
keep readers engaged while addressing serious topics with sensitivity and humor.

Plot Summary
Holling’s journey begins with his reluctant attendance at school and his difficult relationship with his
demanding father, who expects him to excel in academics and athletics. Over time, Holling develops
unexpected friendships, particularly with his teacher, Mrs. Baker, and his classmate, Meryl Lee. The
narrative captures Holling’s experiences with baseball, Shakespeare, and overcoming personal
fears. Key plot points include Holling’s growth in self-confidence, his responses to national events,
and his evolving family relationships. The story culminates with Holling demonstrating courage and
maturity beyond his years.



Setting and Structure
The novel is set during the 1960s, a turbulent decade in American history, which the author uses
effectively to frame the protagonist’s experiences. The school year is divided into chapters that align
with significant historical moments, making the timeline integral to the story’s development. The
setting of a small Long Island town adds a layer of authenticity, reflecting the social and cultural
attitudes of the time. The structure supports a gradual buildup of tension and resolution, mirroring
Holling’s personal growth.

Main Characters
The characters in The Wednesday Wars are richly developed, each contributing to the depth and
realism of the story. Their interactions and individual arcs provide insight into the broader themes of
the novel.

Holling Hoodhood
Holling is the central figure whose perspective drives the narrative. He is an intelligent but
somewhat introverted boy facing pressure from his father and challenges at school. Throughout the
novel, Holling matures, learns to stand up for himself, and gains a better understanding of the world
around him.

Mrs. Baker
Mrs. Baker is Holling’s teacher and mentor, playing a pivotal role in his development. She
encourages critical thinking and independence, supporting Holling through his struggles. Her
character represents stability and kindness amid the chaotic atmosphere of the era.

Meryl Lee Kowalski
Meryl Lee is Holling’s close friend and eventual love interest. Her strong principles and
compassionate nature influence Holling’s worldview and personal growth. Their relationship
highlights themes of friendship, trust, and young love.

Supporting Characters

Mr. Hoodhood – Holling’s strict father who emphasizes discipline and success.

Doug Swieteck – A classmate who becomes an important friend to Holling.

Danny Hupfer – Holling’s friend and baseball teammate.

Cheryl Swieteck – Doug’s sister, representing community ties.



Each supporting character enriches the narrative by reflecting different aspects of the social
environment and contributing to Holling’s journey.

Themes and Motifs
The Wednesday Wars explores several complex themes that resonate with readers of all ages. These
themes are intertwined with motifs that reinforce the novel’s messages.

Coming of Age
The central theme is Holling’s transition from childhood to adolescence. The novel examines his
struggles with identity, independence, and moral development. This universal theme is portrayed
with sensitivity and realism, allowing readers to connect with Holling’s experiences.

Family Dynamics
Family relationships, especially between Holling and his father, are depicted with nuance. The
tension between expectations and understanding highlights the challenges of parent-child
communication during turbulent times.

War and Its Effects
The Vietnam War serves as a backdrop, influencing the characters’ lives and decisions. The book
addresses the war’s impact on American society, including fear, protest, and loss, without
overwhelming the personal narrative.

Education and Mentorship
Through Mrs. Baker and school experiences, the novel emphasizes the importance of education and
mentorship in shaping young minds. Shakespearean plays and literature are used as motifs to
parallel Holling’s growth and challenges.

Friendship and Loyalty
The evolving friendships in the story demonstrate themes of trust, support, and resilience. These
relationships provide emotional anchors for Holling amid external pressures.

List of Key Themes

Adolescent growth and self-discovery



Parental expectations versus individual desires

The societal impact of war

The role of education in personal development

Interpersonal relationships and community

Historical and Cultural Context
The Wednesday Wars is deeply embedded in the historical and cultural landscape of 1960s America.
Understanding this context enhances the appreciation of the novel’s depth and realism.

The Vietnam War Era
The novel portrays the Vietnam War not only as a distant conflict but as a force shaping everyday
life. The characters’ reactions to the war, including draft anxieties and anti-war sentiments, reflect
the national mood. This contextualization provides readers with a vivid sense of the era’s
uncertainties and divisions.

Social Movements and Change
Events such as the civil rights movement and significant political assassinations are referenced,
situating the story within a period of social upheaval. These elements underscore themes of justice,
change, and the questioning of authority prevalent in young adult literature of the time.

1960s Culture and Education
The setting includes aspects of 1960s culture such as music, fashion, and schooling practices. The
inclusion of Shakespearean plays in the curriculum highlights educational priorities and literary
influences during the decade.

Author Background
Gary D. Schmidt is an established author known for his contributions to young adult literature. His
works often focus on historical settings and complex character development.

Biography
Gary D. Schmidt was born in 1957 and has a background in education and writing. His experience as
a teacher informs his ability to create authentic adolescent voices and educational themes within his



novels.

Writing Style and Influences
Schmidt’s writing is characterized by its clarity, emotional depth, and integration of historical detail.
His influences include classic literature and a commitment to conveying moral and ethical questions
through storytelling.

Other Notable Works

Okay for Now

Lizzie Bright and the Buckminster Boy

Orbiting Jupiter

These works further demonstrate Schmidt’s focus on young protagonists facing personal and
societal challenges, often set within historical frameworks.

Reception and Impact
The Wednesday Wars has received widespread acclaim from critics, educators, and readers alike. Its
impact on young adult literature and education is significant.

Critical Acclaim
The novel has won multiple awards and has been praised for its authentic portrayal of adolescence
and historical context. Critics highlight Schmidt’s skillful blending of humor, drama, and education.

Educational Use
The Wednesday Wars is commonly included in middle school and high school curricula. Its themes
and historical setting provide valuable discussion points for students studying American history and
literature. Teachers often use the book to explore complex topics in an accessible manner.

Reader Impact
Readers often report a strong emotional connection to the characters and a deeper understanding of
the 1960s era. The novel encourages empathy, critical thinking, and appreciation for historical
events and personal growth.



List of Accolades and Uses

Newbery Honor Award

School reading programs

Book clubs and literary discussions

Historical fiction curriculum integration

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Wednesday Wars' about?
'The Wednesday Wars' is a historical fiction novel by Gary D. Schmidt that follows seventh-grader
Holling Hoodhood as he navigates school, family, and personal growth during the 1967-1968 school
year.

Who is the main character in 'The Wednesday Wars'?
The main character is Holling Hoodhood, a seventh-grade student in Long Island, New York.

What historical events are featured in 'The Wednesday Wars'?
The novel includes events from the Vietnam War era, the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr.
and Robert F. Kennedy, and the 1968 presidential election.

Why is the book called 'The Wednesday Wars'?
Holling has to spend Wednesday afternoons alone with his teacher, Mrs. Baker, while the rest of the
class attends religious instruction, leading to conflicts and personal challenges that metaphorically
become 'wars.'

Who is the author of 'The Wednesday Wars'?
Gary D. Schmidt is the author of 'The Wednesday Wars.'

What themes are explored in 'The Wednesday Wars'?
The book explores themes like growing up, friendship, family dynamics, courage, and dealing with
societal change during turbulent times.



Has 'The Wednesday Wars' won any awards?
'The Wednesday Wars' has received several accolades, including a Newbery Honor in 2008.

Is 'The Wednesday Wars' suitable for middle school readers?
Yes, it is widely read in middle schools and is appropriate for readers aged 10 and up, offering both
engaging storytelling and historical context.

Additional Resources
1. The Wednesday Wars by Gary D. Schmidt
This coming-of-age novel follows Holling Hoodhood, a seventh grader in 1967 Long Island, who
navigates the challenges of adolescence, family expectations, and the Vietnam War. On Wednesdays,
while his classmates attend religious classes, Holling spends time with his teacher, Mrs. Baker,
leading to unexpected growth and understanding. The story blends humor, history, and heart,
capturing a poignant snapshot of American life during a turbulent era.

2. Okay for Now by Gary D. Schmidt
A companion novel to The Wednesday Wars, this book centers on Doug Swieteck, a troubled teen
who finds solace in art and friendship amid family struggles and school challenges. Set in the same
time period, it explores themes of resilience, hope, and the impact of kindness. Readers who enjoyed
the depth and historical context of The Wednesday Wars will find a similarly rich experience here.

3. Out of My Mind by Sharon M. Draper
While not directly related by plot, this novel shares themes of overcoming adversity and the power of
education, much like The Wednesday Wars. It tells the story of Melody, a brilliant girl with cerebral
palsy who refuses to be defined by her disability. The book highlights empathy, perseverance, and
the importance of being seen and heard.

4. Bud, Not Buddy by Christopher Paul Curtis
Set during the Great Depression, this novel follows Bud Caldwell, a ten-year-old orphan on a quest to
find his father. Like The Wednesday Wars, it combines historical context with a young protagonist’s
personal journey. The story is filled with warmth, humor, and a portrayal of resilience in tough
times.

5. Bridge to Terabithia by Katherine Paterson
This classic novel explores friendship, imagination, and loss through the story of Jess and Leslie, two
friends who create a magical kingdom in the woods. The emotional depth and coming-of-age
elements resonate with readers of The Wednesday Wars. It’s a powerful exploration of childhood and
coping with tragedy.

6. Wonder by R.J. Palacio
Wonder follows August Pullman, a boy with a facial difference, as he navigates the challenges of
attending school for the first time. The themes of acceptance, kindness, and personal growth parallel
those in The Wednesday Wars. It’s an inspiring tale about looking beyond appearances to
understand the heart.

7. Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry by Mildred D. Taylor



Set in the American South during the 1930s, this novel addresses racial injustice and family strength
through the eyes of Cassie Logan. Like The Wednesday Wars, it offers historical insight combined
with a compelling young narrator’s perspective. The book encourages readers to confront difficult
social issues with courage.

8. Fish in a Tree by Lynda Mullaly Hunt
This novel centers on Ally, a girl with dyslexia who has managed to hide her struggles until a new
teacher helps her discover her potential. The themes of self-acceptance and overcoming obstacles
align well with those in The Wednesday Wars. It’s a heartfelt story about finding one’s voice and the
power of supportive educators.

9. Counting by 7s by Holly Goldberg Sloan
This story follows Willow Chance, a twelve-year-old genius who copes with loss and change by
forming an unconventional family around her. The novel’s focus on resilience, friendship, and
personal growth makes it a great companion to The Wednesday Wars. It’s a touching exploration of
how people heal and connect.
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