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UNPACKING THE WEDNESDAY WARS: A COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE

Holling Hoodhood is navigating the treacherous waters of seventh grade. It is 1967 in suburban Long
Island, and while his classmates head off to religious instruction on Wednesday afternoons, Holling,
the only Presbyterian in a school of Jews and Catholics, is left alone with his teacher, Mrs. Baker.
What  begins as  a  sentence of  boredom and suspicion transforms into an unexpected journey
through Shakespeare, self-discovery, and the turbulent backdrop of the Vietnam War. For anyone
seeking  a  deeper  understanding  of  this  modern  classic,  a  look  at  The  Wednesday  Wars
Sparknotes-style analysis can illuminate the layers of humor, heartbreak, and history woven into
Gary D. Schmidt's novel. This guide offers a thorough examination of the plot, characters, themes,
and historical context that make this Newbery Honor book a staple in classrooms and homes.

DETAILED PLOT OVERVIEW: A YEAR OF WEDNESDAYS

The Setup: A Seventh Grader's Worst
Nightmare
Holling Hoodhood is convinced his teacher, Mrs. Baker, hates him. He believes she is punishing him
for being a Presbyterian, forcing him to read The Merchant of Venice while his classmates enjoy
religious freedom. The school  year stretches before him, filled with dread of  endless Wednesdays.
His  home  life  offers  little  respite.  His  father,  a  stern  and  ambitious  architect,  is  obsessed  with
appearances and the coveted "House of the Month" award. His mother is timid and submissive, and
his older sister, Heather, is a rebellious flower child dreaming of escape to college. Holling's life is a
balancing act between school anxiety and family pressure.

Navigating Shakespeare and the Swamp
Holling's afternoons with Mrs. Baker slowly evolve. As they read The Merchant of Venice, the plays
become more than texts.  Mrs.  Baker challenges him to see the world through Shylock's eyes,
teaching lessons of empathy and prejudice. The humor ramps up when Mrs. Baker assigns Holling a
role in the school production of Shakespeare's plays, forcing him to dress as a yellow-tighted fairy.
This  humiliation  becomes  a  turning  point.  The  plot  thickens  with  chaotic  subplots:  escaped
classroom rats,  a  running feud with  his  nemesis  Doug Swieteck's  brother,  and the accidental
destruction of classroom property. Each misadventure is a stepping stone toward maturity.

The Escalation: Turbulence and
Transformation
The  novel's  middle  section  accelerates  in  both  comedy  and  drama.  Holling's  life  becomes
intertwined with larger events. He discovers that Mrs. Baker's husband is a soldier missing in action
in  Vietnam,  revealing  the  vulnerability  beneath  her  stern  demeanor.  He  befriends  Meryl  Lee
Kowalski, a girl from the rival class, only to have his father sabotage a joint business venture for
their school project, straining their friendship. The cross-country tryouts, where Holling surprisingly
excels  in  the  mile  run,  showcase  his  growing  confidence.  The  Shakespeare  performances  become
elaborate, culminating in a hilarious yet poignant moment where Holling's forgetfulness is saved by
an unlikely ally.

The Climax and Resolution: Storms and
Shakespeare
The year reaches its peak during a massive blizzard. Stranded at school with Mrs. Baker, Heather,
and a few others, Holling and his teacher confront their deepest fears. A telegram arrives with news
of Mrs. Baker's husband, and the emotional walls collapse. The storm forces Holling to break free
from his father's expectations, as he defies orders to help Mrs. Baker. The resolution ties the threads
together. Doug Swieteck's brother becomes a friend. Meryl Lee forgives him. Holling's mother begins
to  find  her  own  voice.  The  final  Wednesday  culminates  in  a  beautifully  performed  Shakespeare
scene for the whole school, where Mrs. Baker publicly acknowledges Holling's worth. The story
closes with a sense of hope, change, and the end of an innocence that defined seventh grade.

IN-DEPTH CHARACTER ANALYSIS

Holling Hoodhood: The Reluctant Hero
Holling is a compelling protagonist because he is flawed, funny, and deeply relatable. He is obsessed
with  his  own  suffering,  a  trait  typical  of  adolescence.  However,  his  journey  is  one  of  expanding
empathy. He starts by seeing only his own problems but ends the year understanding the pain of
others—his sister's need for freedom, his mother's quiet desperation, and Mrs. Baker's profound
grief. His growth is measured not by grades, but by his ability to stand up to his father and to
understand the complexity of human nature, a lesson learned directly from Shakespeare. He is a boy
who becomes a young man through the crucible of Wednesday afternoons.

Mrs. Baker: The Enigmatic Mentor
Initially perceived as a villain, Mrs. Baker is one of literature's most nuanced teachers. She is strict,
demanding, and seemingly cold. But Schmidt peels back the layers. Mrs. Baker is a woman living
with immense anxiety while her husband serves in Vietnam. Her dedication to Holling is a form of
control in a world that is falling apart around her. She uses Shakespeare as a tool not for torture, but
for life instruction. Her teaching is tough love. She demands excellence because she sees potential
inside  Holling.  Her  vulnerability  is  revealed  subtly—a  trembling  hand,  a  quiet  moment,  the  final
emotional  confession.  She  is  the  catalyst  for  Holling's  entire  transformation.

Supporting Cast: Mirrors and Foils
Heather Hoodhood is more than a 1960s rebel. She represents the social upheaval of the era. Her
desire  to  escape  the  suffocating  expectations  of  their  father  mirrors  Holling's  own  struggle  for
autonomy.  She  is  a  fierce  protector  and  a  voice  of  truth.  Mr.  Hoodhood  is  the  antagonist  of  the
domestic sphere. His obsession with success makes him emotionally absent and controlling. He
represents the rigid, conformist values that Holling must reject to grow. Meryl Lee Kowalski is
Holling's first real romantic interest. Their friendship is a lesson in forgiveness. She challenges him to
be better. Doug Swieteck and his brother evolve from bullies to allies, showing that friendship
can be found in the most unlikely places.

MAJOR THEMES AND MOTIFS

Coming of Age in the 1960s
The novel is a classic bildungsroman, or coming-of-age story. Holling's journey is deeply tied to the
historical moment. The 1967-1968 school year was one of the most volatile in American history. The
Vietnam War protests, the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy, and the
counterculture movement form the backdrop. Holling's personal battles mirror these larger societal
conflicts. His fight against his father's conservatism mirrors the generational conflict of the 60s. His
growing awareness of the war's human cost, through Mrs. Baker, marks his loss of innocence.

The Transformative Power of Shakespeare
Shakespeare is not merely a subject; it is a lens. Each play Holling studies—The Merchant of Venice,
The Tempest, Macbeth, Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet—parallels a lesson in his own life. The Merchant of
Venice teaches him about prejudice. Romeo and Juliet mirrors his tentative romance with Meryl Lee.
Hamlet reflects his own internal conflict with his father. Schmidt uses the plays as a narrative device
to show that great literature is not detached from life; it is a map for navigating it. Mrs. Baker uses
Shakespeare to teach Holling about mercy, justice, ambition, and love.

Family Dynamics and Expectations
The Hoodhood family  is  a  pressure  cooker.  The novel  explores  the damaging effects  of  a  parent's
unrealized ambitions projected onto a child. Mr. Hoodhood wants Holling to be a perfect reflection of
himself: a successful, conformist businessman. Holling's rebellion is quiet but powerful. He chooses
his own path, even if that path involves wearing tights in a play or helping his teacher instead of
winning a business contract. The story also shows the slow awakening of Mrs. Hoodhood, who begins
to  assert  her  own  preferences.  The  theme  of  family  is  about  breaking  cycles  and  finding  identity
apart from parental expectation.

Identity and Prejudice
Holling is an outsider. He is the only Presbyterian, which makes him a target. The novel handles
prejudice in multiple forms: religious difference, class distinction (the divide between the "rich" kids
and  those  from  lower-income  families),  and  the  bullying  of  those  who  are  different  (like  Doug
Swieteck's brother). Schmidt shows that prejudice is not just about race or religion; it is about the
human tendency to fear the "other." Holling's growth is learning to see people beyond their labels, a
lesson he learns from forcing himself to see Shylock as a human being.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: THE 1967-1968 SCHOOL YEAR

To  fully  appreciate  The  Wednesday  Wars  Sparknotes  analysis,  one  must  understand  the
historical  setting.  The  novel  is  meticulously  placed  in  a  specific  time.  The  Vietnam  War  is
omnipresent. Walter Cronkite's news reports are a constant presence. Mrs. Baker's husband is in the
Air  Force.  The  fear  of  the  draft  hangs  over  the  heads  of  older  boys.  The  counterculture  is
represented by Heather's hippie friends and her desire to attend a university far away. The novel
references the assassinations of 1968, which deeply affect the characters. This historical grounding
gives the personal story weight. It is not just a story about a boy; it is a story about a generation
standing at a crossroads, trying to make sense of a rapidly changing world.

KEY QUOTES AND THEIR SIGNIFICANCE

"The Merchant of Venice, Act IV, Scene I. The quality of mercy is not strained." This1.
is the first Shakespeare line Holling memorizes. It becomes a running theme, teaching him
about forgiveness, both in granting it and receiving it.
"I am not a fairy." This simple protest is hilarious but representative of Holling's adolescent2.
fear of being mocked. His eventual acceptance of the role marks a major step in confidence.
"Mrs. Baker, are you crying?" This moment of discovery is a turning point. It is the first3.
time Holling sees his teacher as a vulnerable human being, shattering his childish view of
adults as all-powerful.
"He was a man, take him for all in all. I shall not look upon his like again." Holling4.
says this about his friend, adapting Shakespeare for real life. It shows his growth into using
literature as a tool for expressing genuine emotion.

STUDY GUIDE: DISCUSSION QUESTIONS AND ANALYSIS

Character Motivation
Why is Mr. Hoodhood so obsessed with the "House of the Month"? How does this reflect his
character? Consider how his ambition damages his family.
What is the relationship between Holling and his sister Heather? How does she influence his
worldview, especially regarding the Vietnam War?
Describe the transformation of Doug Swieteck's brother. What causes him to change from a
bully to a friend?
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Thematic Exploration
How does the author use Shakespeare plays to mirror Holling's life events? Pick one play (e.g.,
Romeo and Juliet) and connect it to the plot.
The novel is set during a specific historical period. How does the Vietnam War function as a
character in the story? How does it affect Mrs. Baker and Heather differently?
Analyze the concept of "mercy" in the novel. Who shows mercy to whom? How does this

theme resolve at the end of the book?

Literary Devices
Schmidt uses humor heavily, even in dark moments. Find an example of comic relief. How
does it serve the story? Does it detract from the serious themes?
The setting of Long Island in the 1960s is specific. How does the author create a sense of time
and place? Look at references to pop culture, food,


