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Challenges to The Chocolate War
Johnstown, OH (2007):  A local parent brought a complaint before the school board protesting The Chocolate War’s use in the ninth-grade classroom.  “I know this book wouldn’t be allowed in my house,” said parent David Doran.  “When you get into it, you see all the sexual innuendo.  It says the Lord’s name in vain, which I don’t agree with.”
Chicago, IL (2007):  The parent of a kindergartener and a second grader protested the use of the book in middle school classrooms (which of course his children do not attend).  In an interview with the Chicago Tribune, the parent, apparently missing the irony of his own language, remarked, “I’ll be damned if they are going to be reading this filth.  The issue is over whether it’s age appropriate.  What about the parents who are tax payers?  Have we no say?”
Harford County, MD (2007):  The school superintendent initially removed the book from required reading list for ninth graders after parents objected to language, violence, and sexual references, despite a review committee’s unanimous recommendation that the book remain in the curriculum.  The superintendent argued that “the controversy that has occurred over The Chocolate War has left it unusable at this time,” and that “the divergent views of this work make it difficult to continue its use.”  The book’s “message on the dangers of bullying is overshadowed by instances of vulgar language, including homophobic slurs.”  One of the protesting parents added that “the mere fact that the book generated controversy meant it was better to remove it from the curriculum.”  The review committee had argued that “the educational value of the novel outweighs any concerns about language and graphic scenes. . . . Teaching this novel in no way condones the evil portrayed or the language used. . . . The book prompts a discussion of morality and everyone’s human responsibility to stand up against cruelty and evil.”  According to a local news source, “most of the objections were the work of a small number of parents, the committee said, and several letters of concern were copied directly from the Web site of the advocacy group Parents Against Bad Books in Schools” (PABBIS).  As a result of the decision, the “bullying and harassment” unit of the ninth grade curriculum will not be taught.
Update: According to the Baltimore Sun, in November the school superintendent reversed her decision to ban the book.  If teachers wish to use it, they are simply required to inform administrators ahead of time and provide parental consent forms.  

Couer d’Alene, ID (2007):  Two families in the district raised their concerns about several books, including The Chocolate War, with the school board.  One of the protesting parents told the Spokesman Review that she was “also concerned about what’s being taught in health classes” and called for restrictions to be placed on those as well.

Salmon, ID (2006):  A local Lutheran minister claimed that the book “violates civil rights by denying religious freedom” and called it “anti-God” and “anti-Christian.”  The school board, however, recommended that the book be returned to the classroom, arguing that while The Chocolate War is “tough to read” and “doesn’t make you feel good,” it had real educational value.

West Hartford, CT (2006):  Rick and Donna Stockwell, parents of an 8th grader, challenged the use of the book in the language arts classroom because, as Mrs. Stockwell said, “I was offended by it.”  The teacher offered to let the 8th grader read another book instead of Cormier’s novel, but the Stockwells wanted to release the whole class from reading it, not just their son.  The family continued to move their complaint up the administrative line, but at all stages officials elected to retain the novel.  Refusing to back down, the Stockwells sent a form letter to the parents of all 8th graders in the district.  In the words of Mr. Stockwell, “The schools should be a place where we raise the bar a higher standard; we shouldn't be dumbing down our curriculum to mesh with pop culture."
Durham, NC (2006):  A local activist group urged the school board of Wake County, NC to stop the inclusion of four “vulgar” and “sexually explicit” books, including The Chocolate War.  None of the books were required reading, but teachers did have the option of including them in the classroom.  The parents formed a “Parents Council on Literary Discretion” to locate other questionable books.  The result was that the school board “created a new policy to appease the angry parents,” requiring teachers to obtain permission from the principal to use certain books, provide book reviews from professional sources, explain the need for the book in the classroom, and outline potential controversies associated with the book.
Milan, MI (2005):  Chris Anderson, mother of five children, challenged the book’s use in Milan classrooms, saying, “It has vile language and bad sexual conduct and masturbation. . . . The main character stands up to the bullies and gets beat to a pulp for it.  Following the complaint, the Milan school board voted to remove the book from the ninth grade curriculum.  
Beaver County, PA (2005):  Conservative parents asked to have The Chocolate War banned from district schools.  According to the local newspaper, some parents hoped the district would “permanently remove the book from required reading lists, saying the use of obscenities and sexual content—particularly references to masturbation—make it inappropriate for 14 and 15-year-old students.  However, Cormier, in a 2000 interview, argued that it was the realism of his novels that is truly disturbing to parents: “I think they’re controversial because . . . they’re realistic and a lot of people are made uncomfortable with realism.  There is a tendency for all of us to want happy endings and to have the good guy win at the end . . . .”
Idalou, TX (2004):  Challenged and ultimately restricted within Idalou Middle School curriculum, due to “profanity or inappropriate language” and “sexual content.”

Fairfax County, VA (2003):  The Fairfax County school board voted to retain the gay-themed Witch Baby by Francesca Lia Block in elementary and middle school libraries. The book, which will now carry a young adult sticker, was among 18 titles challenged in October 2002 by Richard Ess, a member of the Fairfax County group Parents Against Bad Books. Robert Cormier's The Chocolate War and Alice Walker's The Color Purple are among the 17 titles still under review.  A school spokesperson said it was costing the district $2,600 to review each book, and the cost of reviewing all 18 books would eat up $50,000 of the district’s money.

Shreveport, LA (2002):  A Caddo Parish school board committee has recommended that The Chocolate War be reinstated to the high school reading list. It was pulled from the list after parents complained about the book’s profanity and subject matter. The review committee, which included high school librarians, students, and parents, deemed The Chocolate War appropriate for ninth graders, but suggested that it be regarded as optional reading with parental permission. 

Pinellas County, FL (2001):  A school community panel has deemed The Chocolate War an appropriate book for a class of advanced eighth-graders at Dunedin Highland Middle School. The seven-member panel of teachers and parents convened after a concerned parent, Chuck Fonsell, challenged the novel, which had been assigned to Fonsell's 13-year-old daughter, because of its sexual content.
Riverside, CA (1996):  Removed from middle school libraries after being deemed inappropriate for 7th and 8th graders to read without class discussion because of mature themes, sexual situations, and smoking.

East Stroudsburg, PA (1996):  Removed from East Stroudsburg 9th grade curriculum after complaints about language and content.

Orleans, MA (1995):  Challenged at Nauset Regional Middle School due to profanity and sexual explicitness.

Grosse Pointe, MI (1995):  Removed from Grosse Pointe school district library shelves because it deals with “gangs, peer pressure, and learning to make your own decisions”

Stroudsburg, PA (1995):  Challenged in Stroudsburg high school because it fosters disobedience.

Hephzibah, state unknown (1994):  Challenged but retained in Hephzibah High School 10th grade reading list after complainant said: “I don’t see anything educational about that book.  If they ever send a book like that home with one of my daughters again I will personally burn it and throw the ashes on the principal’s desk.”

Hudson Falls, NY (1994):  Challenged as required reading in Hudson Falls schools because of “recurring themes of rape, masturbation, violence, and degrading treatment of women.”

Kyrene, AZ (1993):  Challenged in Kyrene elementary schools because of masturbation scene

New Milford, CT (1992):  Challenged at New Milford schools because of language, sexual references, violence, subjectivity, and negativism—all those seen as harmful to students.

Haverhill, NH (1990):  Suspended from classroom use at Haverhill high school because of expletives, references to masturbation, sexual fantasies, and derogatory characterizations of teacher and religious ceremonies. 

Burlington, CT (1990):  Challenged as part of curriculum at Harwinton and Burlington schools because of profanity, bad role models, and giving students negative view of life.

West Hernando, FL (1988):  Challenged by middle school principle for removal from library because “inappropriate.”

Moreno Valley, CA (1987):  Challenged at Moreno Valley Unified School District libraries because of “profanity, sexual situations, and themes that allegedly encourage disrespectful behavior.”

Hyannis, MA (1986):  Challenged at Barnstable high school because of profanity, “obscene references to masturbation and sexual fantasies,” and “ultimately because of its pessimistic ending.”  Novel fosters negative impressions of authority, school systems, and religious schools.

Panama City, FL (1986):  Removed from Panama City school classrooms and libraries because of “offensive” language.  See related article “Dirty Little Books” by Gloria Pipkin for discussion of challenge to another Cormier book, I Am the Cheese.

Cornwall, NY (1985):  Challenged at Cornwall high school because novel is “humanistic and destructive of religious and moral beliefs and of national spirit.”

Stroudsburg, PA (1985):  Banned from Stroudsburg high school library because “blatantly graphic, pornographic and wholly unacceptable for a high school library.”

Columbia, SC (1984):  Banned from Richland Two School District middle school libraries because of “language problems”—later reinstated for 8th graders only.

Lake Havasu, AZ (1984):  Removed from high school freshman reading list by school board, which accused teachers with failing to set good examples for students, fostering disrespect in the classroom, and failing to support the board.

Richmond, RI (1983):  Challenged in Richmond High School after parents deemed it “pornographic” and “repulsive.”

Westminster, MD (1982):  Removed from Liberty High School due to “foul language,” violence, and degradation of schools and teachers.

Lapeer, MI (1981):  Challenged and temporarily removed from English curriculum because of “offensive language and explicit descriptions of sexual situations in the book.”
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