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THE WEDNESDAY WARS
SPARKNOTES: A
COMPREHENSIVE STUDY GUIDE
TO GARY SCHMIDT’S BELOVED
NOVEL

For readers tackling Gary Schmidt’s The
Wednesday  Wars  for  the  first  time—or
for  those  revisit ing  it  for  deeper
analysis—a reliable  Wednesday Wars
Sparknotes  can illuminate the story’s
rich  layers.  Set  against  the  turbulent
backdrop of the Vietnam War era, this
coming-of-age  novel  follows  seventh-
grader  Holling  Hoodhood  through  a
school  year  that  transforms  him  in
unexpected ways. In this comprehensive
guide, we’ll explore the plot, characters,
themes,  and  literary  significance,
providing  everything  you  need  for  a
thoughtful study of the book.

Overview of The
Wednesday Wars
Published in 2007, The Wednesday Wars
by  Gary  Schmidt  quickly  became  a
modern classic in young adult literature.
The  story  takes  place  during  the
1967–1968 school year at Camillo Junior
High in Long Island, New York.  Holling
Hoodhood, the protagonist, is convinced
that his teacher, Mrs. Baker, hates him.
Why?  Because  every  Wednesday
afternoon,  while  his  classmates  attend
religious  instruction  (Catholic  students

go to Catechism, Jewish students go to
Hebrew  school),  Holling—the  only
Presbyterian  in  his  class—is  left  alone
with Mrs. Baker. What begins as a forced
arrangement  of  cleaning  erasers  and
doing menial tasks evolves into a deep
exploration  of  Shakespeare,  family
dynamics, and the social upheaval of the
1960s.
A  Wednesday  Wars  Sparknotes
would  highlight  that  the  novel  is
structured  month-by-month  from
September  to  June,  with  each  chapter
named after a month. This chronological
framing allows readers to watch Holling’s
growth in real time. The title itself refers
to the “wars” Holling feels he must fight
on Wednesdays—both the battle of wits
with  Mrs.  Baker  and  the  larger  conflicts
in his personal life.

Plot Summary:
Month by Month
To  grasp  the  full  arc  of  the  story,  a
Wednesday  Wars  Sparknotes
typically breaks down the key events of
each  month.  Here  is  a  condensed
summary  that  captures  the  essential
turning points.

SEPTEMBER: THE SETUP

Holling is a diligent but anxious student.
He believes Mrs. Baker is out to get him
because she assigns him the role of a
“yellow tree” in the school play instead
of  a  speaking  part.  His  Wednesday
afternoons begin with menial tasks, but
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when Mrs. Baker discovers that Holling
has  read  The  Tempest  for  his  own
amusement,  she  starts  assigning  him
Shakespeare plays to read and discuss.
This  marks  the  beginning  of  their
unusual  mentorship.

OCTOBER: FAMILY PRESSURES

Holling’s  father,  a  successful  architect,
expects him to be perfect and to follow
in  his  footsteps.  Holling’s  older  sister,
Heather,  is  a  rebellious  hippie  who
becomes  increas ing ly  d is tant .
Meanwhile,  Holling must  deal  with  the
school ’s  cross-country  running
requirement and the antagonism of two
eighth-grade thugs, Doug Swieteck and
his  brother.  A  memorable  moment:
Holling accidentally gets a chalk eraser
stuck in the ceiling fan, causing chaos.

NOVEMBER: SHAKESPEARE AND THE
VIETNAM WAR

Holling continues reading Macbeth  and
The Merchant of Venice with Mrs. Baker.
The Vietnam War looms larger as news
of  casualties  reaches  the  community.
Holling’s father is obsessed with winning
a contract for a new bank building, while
Heather protests the war. Holling begins
to realize that the “wars” around him are
more complex than he thought.

DECEMBER: THE CHRISTMAS
PAGEANT DISASTER

Holling  is  cast  as  a  shepherd  in  the
school Christmas pageant, but a series
of  mishaps  leads  to  him  accidentally
releasing escaped chocolate frogs from a
box, creating pandemonium. Through it
all,  Mrs.  Baker  remains  surprisingly
supportive. Holling also learns that her
husband  is  serving  in  Vietnam,  which
deepens his understanding of her quiet

strength.

JANUARY: BASEBALL AND BULLYING

Holl ing  decides  to  try  out  for  the
baseball team to impress his father. He
struggles  but  eventually  becomes  a
decent pitcher, thanks to the help of two
unlikely  coaches:  Mrs.  Baker  and  his
classmate  Meryl  Lee  Kowalski.  The
subplot  with  the  Swieteck  brothers
intensifies,  leading  to  a  physical
confrontation that forces Holling to stand
up for himself.

FEBRUARY: LOVE AND LOSS

Valentine’s  Day  brings  romantic
complications.  Holling  and  Meryl  Lee’s
relationship  hits  a  rough  patch  when
Holling’s father uses Meryl Lee’s father’s
architectural drawings to win a contract.
Meanwhile,  the  news  of  Mrs.  Baker’s
husband being missing in action arrives,
casting a shadow over the classroom.

MARCH: A TRAGIC DEATH

The  school  janitor,  Sycorax,  dies
suddenly. He had been a kind presence,
and  his  death  shakes  Holling.  Holling
also confronts his father about the stolen
architectural plans, leading to a heated
argument  that  signals  a  shift  in  their
relationship.

APRIL: THE PLAY AND THE
PROMISE

Holling lands the role  of  a  boy in  the
school production of Shakespeare’s The
Tempest  at a local community theater.
The experience teaches him about hard
work, friendship, and the power of art.
Heather runs away to San Francisco, and
Holling feels the weight of his family’s
disintegration.
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MAY: CLIMAX AND RESOLUTION

Mrs. Baker’s husband returns safely from
Vietnam,  and  the  entire  community
celebrates.  Holling’s  father  finally  loses
the  bank  deal,  which  humbles  him.
Holling gives a heartfelt  speech at the
end-of-year  school  assembly,  reflecting
on how much he has changed. The final
Wednesday afternoon is spent with Mrs.
Baker,  discussing  The  Tempest  and
saying  goodbye.

JUNE: A NEW BEGINNING

The  novel  ends  on  a  hopeful  note.
Holling  has  grown  in  confidence  and
empathy. He has learned that people are
not always what they seem, and that the
“wars”  we  fight—whether  internal  or
external—can  lead  to  unexpected
victories.  He looks  forward to  summer
and a future where he can be his own
person.

Character
Analysis: Key
Players in The
Wednesday Wars
A  thorough  Wednesday  Wars
Sparknotes  would  not  be  complete
without  analyzing  the  characters  that
drive  the  story.  Below  are  the  most
important figures.

HOLLING HOODHOOD

The protagonist is a relatable seventh-
grader  caught  between  childhood  and
adolescence. He is intelligent, observant,
and deeply affected by the expectations
of  his  father.  Over  the  course  of  the

year,  Hol l ing  learns  to  question
authority, stand up for his beliefs,  and
embrace his  own identity.  His  love for
Shakespeare  becomes  a  metaphor  for
finding meaning in chaos.

MRS. BAKER

At  first,  Holling  views  Mrs.  Baker  as  the
villain  of  his  Wednesday  afternoons.
However,  she gradually  reveals  herself
to  be  a  compassionate,  wise,  and
resilient woman. She uses Shakespeare
to  challenge  Holling  intellectually  and
emotional ly,  and  she  becomes  a
surrogate  parent  figure.  Her  personal
struggles—her  husband’s  deployment,
her  quiet  grief—make  her  one  of  the
most memorable teachers in young adult
literature.

MR. HOODHOOD (HOLLING’S
FATHER)
Mr.  Hoodhood  is  a  controlling  and
ambitious man who values success over
happiness.  He  pressures  Holling  to  be
perfect and dismisses Holling’s interests
unless they align with his own plans. His
character  arc  shows  a  man  who  is
u l t i m a t e l y  h u m b l e d  b y  l i f e ’ s
unpredictabil ity.

HEATHER HOODHOOD (HOLLING’S
SISTER)
Heather  represents  the  counterculture
movement  o f  the  1960s.  She  is
rebellious,  wears  tie-dye,  and  protests
the Vietnam War. Her relationship with
Holl ing  is  strained,  but  she  later
becomes  a  source  of  strength.  Her
decision to run away to San Francisco
forces Holling to confront the fragility of
family.
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MERYL LEE KOWALSKI

Meryl  Lee  is  Holling’s  first  crush.  She  is
smart,  kind,  and  independent.  Their
relationship is damaged by the actions of
Holling’s  father,  but  they  eventually
reconcile.  Meryl  Lee  helps  Holling  see
that trust is essential in any relationship.

DOUG SWIETECK AND HIS BROTHER

These two bullies serve as antagonists,
but  they  also  show that  cruelty  often
stems from insecurity. Doug’s brother, a
high  school  dropout,  is  a  particularly
menacing  figure.  Their  presence  forces
Hol l ing  to  develop  courage  and
resourcefulness.

Major Themes
and Symbols in
The Wednesday
Wars
To  appreciate  the  novel’s  depth,  a
Wednesday Wars Sparknotes should
explore the themes that Schmidt weaves
throughout the story.

SHAKESPEARE AS A MIRROR FOR
LIFE

Each  Shakespeare  play  that  Holling
reads  with  Mrs.  Baker  reflects  the
conflicts  he  faces.  The  Tempest  deals
with  forgiveness  and  magic.  Macbeth
explores  ambition  and  guilt.  The
Merchant of Venice tackles prejudice and
mercy. By engaging with these classics,
Holling  learns  to  navigate  his  own
“tempest”  of  emotions.

THE VIETNAM WAR AND THE HOME
FRONT

The war is a constant presence in the
novel.  News  reports,  protest  marches,
and  the  fate  of  Mrs.  Baker’s  husband
remind  readers  that  conflict  is  not  just
global  but  personal.  Schmidt  uses  the
war  to  explore  themes of  sacrifice,  loss,
and the chasm between generations.

FAMILY EXPECTATIONS AND
IDENTITY

Holling’s  father  wants  him  to  be  a
certain  kind  of  son—successful ,
obedient, and interested in architecture.
Holling’s  struggle  to  define  himself
against  his  father’s  expectations  is  a
central  conflict.  The  novel  ultimately
argues  that  true  identity  comes  from
within, not from parental pressure.

BASEBALL AS A METAPHOR FOR
GROWTH

H o l l i n g ’ s  i n v o l v e m e n t  w i t h
b a s e b a l l — p a r t i c u l a r l y  h i s
p i tch ing—mirrors  h is  personal
development. Learning to pitch requires
focus, practice, and the ability to handle
failure.  His  eventual  success  on  the
mound  parallels  his  growing  self-
confidence.

THE POWER OF KINDNESS AND
MENTORSHIP

Mrs. Baker is not the only mentor Holling
encounters.  The  janitor  Sycorax,  his
cross-country coach, and even Meryl Lee
all  teach him something valuable.  The
novel  emphasizes  that  growth  often
happens  through  relationships  with
caring  adults  and  peers.
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Key Quotes and
Their

Significance

Any  Wednesday  Wars  Sparknotes
worth its salt will include a selection of
important quotes.  Here are a few that
capture the novel’s spirit.

“It


