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Disclaimer:  The following recommendations are based on MY experiences and community standards.  I teach in an urban setting.  I have tried to explain my justifications in order to help you make your own choices, but you really must consider your own comfort level, community values and student needs.  Please do not use this list as a sort of litmus test in developing your own collection.  Please personally review all books you consider and weigh them against your own collection needs and criteria.  (
I’ve divided this list of titles into three categories.  The first are the ones I consider relatively safe, meaning that while they may contain some profanity, sexual situations, or other controversial material, it would be in very low doses, if at all, and these are commonly shelved in middle school.  I’ve included mostly very well known titles, but there are a few I discovered while reviewing for our public library.  The second category includes the ones that “walk the line.”  They are more likely to be challenged, but have a strong justification for taking the risk.  These are ones that I personally read, agonized over, and ultimately decided to keep.  The final section is a list of books that I read, enjoyed, but concluded that the material was inappropriate for age.  In most cases, I would have selected those titles for a high school library.  Some of these I have recommended to students I felt were ready, to find at their public library.
The Relatively Safe list:

Abdel-Fattah, Randa.  Does My Head Look Big in This? 

Acampora, Paul.  Defining Dulcie. 

Adoff , Jaime.  Jimi and Me. 

Bechard, Margaret. Hanging on to Max.

Bennett, Cherie and Jeff Gottesfeld.  A Heart Divided.

Cabot, Meg.  The Princess Diaries and sequels.

Chappell, Crissa-Jean.  Total Constant Order.

Cohn, Rachel.  Steps and sequel Two Steps Forward.

Czech, Jan.  Grace Happens.
Draper, Sharon. Tears of a Tiger and the Hazelwood High series.

Haddix, Margaret Peterson.   Among the Hidden series.

Horowitz, Anthony.  Stormbreaker and the “Alex Rider” series.

Johnson, Angela. The First Part Last. 

Lord, Cynthia.  Rules. 

Mass, Wendy.  Heaven Looks a Lot Like the Mall.

Meyer, Stephanie. Twilight, New Moon, and Eclipse.
Rennison, Louise. Angus, Thongs and Full-Frontal Snogging and sequels.

Reynolds, Marilyn.  Telling.

Schraff, Anne or Paul Langan.  Bluford Series.
Shan, Darren Cirque du Freak series.

Trueman, Terry.  Stuck in Neutral, Cruise Control and Inside Out.

Westerfeld, Scott.  Uglies, Pretties, Specials and Extras.

Woods, Brenda.  Emako Blue.
Really Good, Potentially Controversial Books that I KEPT in the library:

Adoff , Jaime.  Names Will Never Hurt Me.   Adoff’s first young adult novel has fascinating characters and an explosive plot.  Potential Controversy – profanity, violence, bullying.  Why I Kept It – all of the characters grow in maturity and understanding in this novel.  It is engrossing and sends a powerful anti-bullying message.

Alexie, Sherman.  The Absolutely True Diary of a Part Time Indian.  Arnie Spirit has been struggling his entire life, but when he gets an opportunity to leave the rez and attend an all-white high school, he takes it.  Potential Controversy – profanity, violence, sexual humor.  Why I Kept It – It is remarkably well written, wildly funny, insightful and poignant.  

Anderson, Laurie Halse.  Speak.   This should be required reading for all ninth grade girls!  This story of rape and its aftermath speaks to young women in a way few other novels have.  Potential Controversy – rape, profanity.  Why I Kept It – the kids LOVE it and it sends a great message about healing after a trauma.  Also by the author, Twisted, Catalyst and Prom both have controversial elements but are worth keeping.

Asher, Jay.  Thirteen Reasons Why.  After Hannah’s suicide, thirteen people receive audiotapes from Hannah explaining how their actions led to her demise.  Potential controversy – suicide, discussion of rape.  Why I Kept It – the smallest actions have consequences.  While few of us will ever know how profoundly our actions affect others, this book makes us think.  

Blume, Judy.  Forever.  The story we highlighted and passed around in middle school is still going strong.  Four of my eighth graders discovered it this year and cannot stop raving about it.  Katherine and Michael fall in love, enter a sexual relationship, and eventually break up.  Potential Controversy – sexual relationship, discussion of contraception.  Why I Kept It – Judy Blume seems to have a way of reaching girls – the eighth graders I talked to said this helped remind them that relationships do NOT last forever, and that they’ll remember that when they are older and being pressured for sex.  As a side note, the newer versions of this book contain a foreword from Judy Blume explaining that when this book was written, AIDS was not an issue but had she written the book today, Katherine would have been advised about AIDS when she visited Planned Parenthood.
Brande, Robin.  Evolution, Me & Other Freaks of Nature.    Mina is an outcast, shunned by her fundamentalist church friends (the only people she’s ever known) because a letter of apology she wrote to a gay student her friends had harassed to the point of suicide gave the boy’s family ammunition to sue the entire church.  So on her extremely awkward first day of high school, she finds solace in a quirky science teacher and her cute, nerdy, new lab partner.  But when the teacher begins discussing evolution, Mina finds herself in another drama concocted by her former church friends.  Potential controversy – support of evolution.  Why I Kept It – Mina is stronger than she thinks, and finds a way to support the theory of evolution and stand up to those former friends without losing her faith.  She actually finds biblical support of evolutionary ideas.

Brashares, Anne.  Forever in Blue.
The fourth and apparently final installment of the Sisterhood books finds our four protagonists out of high school and engaging in adult behavior.  Potential Controversy – sexual relationships.  Why I Kept It – As the final book in a series, I have a huge demand for it.  Also, the girls are out of high school and two of them are having their first sexual encounters, but they’re not graphically described.  

Caletti, Deb.  Honey, Baby, Sweetheart. 
Ruby has fallen for a bad boy, and enlists the help of her mother’s elderly book club to distract her.  Potential Controversy – profanity, illegal behavior.  Why I Kept It – the zany book club characters alone are worth the risk.  Also, Ruby does the right thing and recognizes that the boy she is dating is not a good choice.  

Cohn, Rachel.  Gingerbread.    Main character has been kicked out of her boarding school for having sex, but her wealthy family still doesn’t know about the abortion she had that year.  Cyd Charisse is acting out, and trying to find her place in the world.  Potential Controversy – abortion, sexual behavior, profanity, homosexuality.  Why I Kept It – Cyd Charisse is ultimately a positive person with problems, and SO many students can identify with her.  She makes mistakes and pays the price, and really does grow and mature over time.  This has a wonderfully fresh voice.  I also kept the sequel Shrimp, but did not shelve the third, Cupcake. 

Deuker, Carl. Gym Candy.   A football prodigy is driven to steroid use in part by his overbearing, failed-NFL father.  Potential controversy – drug use and profanity.  Why I Kept It – although Mick is driven to the edge of reason, he does finally get clarity at the end.  Also, it describes the effects of steroids perfectly, and the football action is dead on.  Carl Deuker’s books have been extremely popular with my eighth grade boys this year.

Deuker, Carl.  High Heat.   A privileged high school relief pitcher finds his life changing drastically after his father’s arrest and subsequent suicide.  Now living in public housing and attending public school, Shane is struggling.  And when his high school team plays his former private school, featuring their new power hitter who happens to be of the family that bought his former home, Shane “accidentally” hits him with a high, inside fastball.  Although the incident is brushed away as an accident, Shane can no longer pitch, nor can the other player bat.  The boys must find a way to make amends.  Potential Controversy – suicide, criminal behavior, profanity.  Why I Kept It – Once again, Deuker is dead on with the sports writing.  Students will learn much about consequences and the will to keep going.  Others by Carl Deuker include Painting the Black, Heart of a Champion and Runner.  I have them all in my collection.

Draper, Sharon.   Copper Sun.   The edgiest yet from Sharon Draper, this tale of a girl stolen from Africa and sold into slavery has touched many a heart.  Potential Controversy – infanticide, violence, rape (alluded but not graphically described).  Why I Kept It – it is extremely hopeful and presents a factual, historical account.  Readers may actually be able to relate to how it may have felt to be in her shoes.

Flinn, Alex.  Fade to Black.
An HIV positive student is attacked, a known bully and tormenter of the victim is seen in the vicinity, and the only witness is a girl with Down syndrome.  Potential Controversy – sexual situations, profanity.  Why I Kept It – Compelling moral mystery.  The main character has an opportunity to let his tormenter take the blame for a crime he didn’t commit.  This is just ripe for discussion.  There is also a lot of quality factual information about HIV and AIDS.

Garden, Nancy. End Game.
 A boy who shoots several of his fellow students and is stopped from killing himself recounts the events that led up to his rampage.  Potential Controversy – profanity, extreme violence/bullying.  Why I Kept It – The book does NOT justify what the shooter did, but it does lay out a pattern of events, in which the reader can see all of this person’s supports crumbling one by one, and can understand what might lead someone to do what he did.  This is an anti-bullying book if there ever was one.  Nineteen Minutes by Jodi Picoult had a very similar feel, but a little bit less intense.

Giles, Gail.  Right Behind You.  At the age of nine, Kip murdered another child, resulting in four years spent in a mental institution.  Upon release, he tries to make a fresh start as Wade but ends up sabotaging his new life.  On the final try in Texas, Kip meets a girl with her own tragic secrets.  Potential controversy – violence toward a child, profanity.  Why I Kept It – it’s a fascinating look at our inner demons and self-forgiveness.

Going, K.L.  Fat Kid Rules the World.    Three hundred pound suicidal boy finds the will to live after befriending a Kurt Cobain-type heroin addicted musician that teaches him that the whole world is not focused on his weight.  Potential controversy – drug use and profanity.  Why I Kept It – a suicidal teen has a reality check and learns to have faith in himself and his family.  I love the message:  It’s not all about you.  

Hartringer, Brent.  The Last Chance Texaco.   A foster kid living in a group home hopes to solve the mystery of a neighborhood arsonist before her home is closed down.  Potential Controversy – profanity.  Why I Kept It – the language is appropriate for the type of kids portrayed in the book, and students can relate to this story.  It’s extremely popular, and a positive story.

Hautman, Pete.  Rash.   Political correctness has run amok in this futuristic world where French fries and hurting feelings is illegal and road rage can get you locked up for good.  Bo comes from a family of rebels, so when he calls another boy a name and then gives his entire school a psychosomatic rash, he is sent away to a desolate manual labor camp and forced to play football (old-fashioned style!) by a sadistic coach.  Potential controversy – rebellion, profanity.  Why I Kept It – Sports action and thriller combine in this great satire.  It’s very intelligent.  I’m a fan of Pete Hautman’s other books, including Godless, Mr. Was, Invisible and the new Bloodwater Mysteries series.

Jenkins, A. M.  Repossessed.   A demon escapes from Hell to take a mini-vacation and takes over the life of a troubled boy.  Kiriel just wants to know what it’s like to be a human, and to leave a positive mark on the world.  He’s working against time – he knows his boss will be on to him soon and make him return.  Potential controversy – profanity, sexual situations and possible heresy.  Why I Kept It – this turned out to be deeper and more thought-provoking than I imagined possible.  Kiriel’s experience encourages readers to appreciate the life they have.

Johnson, Maureen.  The Bermudez Triangle.  Three girls, best friends for years, find their relationship strained when two of them enter a romantic relationship.  To further compound the problem, one of the two comes to the realization that she is not gay, and wants to end the romance.  Eventually the friends are able to communicate openly and repair the friendship.  Potential Controversy – lesbian relationship.  Why I Kept It – the friendship between the girls was endearing (similar in style to The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants) and the issues were compelling.   This is a thought-provoking book that will help students remember how to treat their friends.

Koss, Amy Goldman.  Side Effects.    Isabelle’s battle with lymphoma is told frankly, pulling no punches.  In the preface, we are assured of Izzy’s survival, so the focus on this book is the process of her treatment – how it changes her, her family and her friends.  Potential controversy – profanity.  Why I Kept It – There is a dire need for cancer stories that end well, and the scientific information in this book is accurate and detailed.  Students can relate to Isabelle, and for students with cancer, this book offers both gritty reality and a hopeful prognosis.  Isabelle is not glamorous or particularly heroic – she is very normal, more than a little sardonic and extremely witty.  She’s also a talented artist.  

Meyer, Stephenie.  Breaking Dawn.   In the final installment of the Twilight series, Bella decides to marry Edward and become a vampire.  Potential Controversy – Bella is really enjoying lots of vampire sex.  Why I Kept It – The characters did at least wait until they were married to consummate their love, and this is the final book of a series and so gets cut a little slack.  Also, the sex scenes are not overly graphic.

Murray, Jaye.  Bottled Up.
Main character Pip smokes a lot of marijuana; has an abusive alcoholic father, a distant pill-popping mother, and a six-year-old brother who worships him; and eventually has to learn that only he can control his fate.  Potential Controversy – drug use.  Why I Kept It – Very positive, hopeful ending – Pip learns to take responsibility for his actions.

Myers, Walter Dean Fallen Angels    A black soldier in Vietnam describes his experiences.  Potential Controversy – profanity.  Why I Kept It – the language, while coarse, is realistic, and lends a credibility to the story.

Naylor. Phyllis Reynolds. Alice series.  This series now includes twenty-two titles, and is constantly challenged in schools, due to the frankness of the sexuality.  The series actually begins with The Agony of Alice with Alice in sixth grade (not counting the prequels covering grades 3-5) but as Alice grew up, so did the content.  Now Alice is a junior in high school.  Potential Controversy – in various books there may be profanity, sexual conversations, homosexuality, very liberal viewpoints.  Why I Kept It – I LOVE Alice!  She is everygirl.  She is not perfect, but tries to do the right thing.  And despite the interest the characters have in sex, she and her friends are still virgins.  Alice is a good role model with whom girls can relate.

Picoult, Jodi.  My Sister’s Keeper.
Picoult’s books are technically adult, but she uses so many teen characters that they have teen appeal, and this one certainly does.  Potential Controversy – adult sexual relationships, rebellion against parents.  Why I Kept It – this book is so ripe for conversations and gives the reader plenty to think about.  Other titles by Jodi Picoult that I have include Nineteen Minutes, The Pact and Plain Truth.  All potentially controversial but very worth the risk.

Reinhardt, Dana.  Harmless.   Three girls lie to their parents in order to attend a party, and when they are busted, concoct a story about being attacked in a park.  This story immediately gets out of hand, with police reports and accolades for heroism.  Told in alternating voices, the three girls each handle their new situation differently – one emerging from her shell and basking in the glory, and another crumbling from the guilt.  Potential controversy – alcohol at the party, profanity, lying to parents.  Why I Kept It – the theme of this book seems to be “What a Tangled Web We Weave.”  The girls repeatedly wish they had never lied.  This book looks intently at the various consequences of actions that seemed “harmless” at the time
Reynolds, Marilyn.  Baby Help.  Melissa feels trapped living with the abusive father of her two-year-old daughter.  Only when she feels that her baby’s safety is at risk does she attempt to get away.  Potential Controversy – profanity, violence, sexual behavior.  Why I Kept It – I feel that dating violence is more prevalent than we care to acknowledge, and this book ends positively, but does not sugarcoat anything!  Melissa’s ambivalence is clear and the “advice” the book gives is spot-on and not in the least bit preachy.  Girls in danger can learn from this book.  Other outstanding titles on dating violence include Breathing Underwater by Alex Flinn, Things Change by Patrick Jones and Fault Line by Janet Tashjian.  I have all of these titles in my library, and while they are each potentially controversial, they are a lot milder than Baby Help.

Sones, Sonia.  one of those hideous books where the mother dies.   Ruby is angry that her father has never been in her life, but eventually learns the reason why.  Potential Controversy – profanity and homosexuality.  Why I Kept It – the voice is so fresh and the homosexual character, her father, is so loving and persistent.  Also there was very little “activity” that would make the homosexual aspect racy in the least.  Another by the author, what my mother doesn’t know, is a milder, younger choice, although it has a bit of spice to it.  However, its sequel, what my girlfriend doesn’t know, has a lot more sexual discussion, but no action!
Various Authors.  Orca Soundings series of hi/los.  These highly appealing thin titles will get students reading, but need to be read personally by librarian – some are very clean and have outstanding moral themes, while others can be a bit racy.  Also some have profanity.  I kept all of mine, but I like to be aware of which ones might contain potentially offensive material just in case.   Still, even the seediest ones end with a positive message.  My advice is to purchase them but read them first!  Also, Orca has a milder series, Orca Currents, intended for middle and high school students.  They are just as engrossing, but with less controversial material. 
Westerfeld, Scott.  Peeps.   Vampirism is a parasite and it’s sexually transmitted.  Once again, ultracool nerd Scott Westerfeld has the scientific facts straight in this thoroughly modern, completely original vampire tale.  Turns out that vampirism has a higher evolutionary purpose – there are beings out there worse than vampires!  Potential controversy – sexual situations.  Why I Kept It – Although the main character contracted the parasite from his first encounter, he was over eighteen and he is definitely paying a high price for it!  Also, he has to struggle against an extreme desire to have more sex – quite an abstinence example!  And this is one of the best vampire books out there.  Scott Westerfeld makes science fiction cool.

Zarr, Sara.  Story of a Girl.    Few things in life can be worse than being discovered by your father having sex in the back seat of a car.  For Deanna, this moment has been defining her life for the past three years – her father still cannot look her in the eye and she is still considered the school slut.  Deanna fantasizes about a life with her brother, his live-in girlfriend and their infant daughter, but finally has to realize that she has to learn to deal with her own family.  Potential controversy – sexual situations and profanity.  Why I Kept It – Deanna felt so real that even though I never had anything in common with her, I could still identify with her.  It’s also nice to know that even after the most embarrassing thing happens, life can get better!
Very Good Titles that I Chose NOT to Shelve in Middle School:

Adoff, Jaime.  The Death of Jayson Porter.  Although this book begins with Jayson’s apparent suicide, this story is ultimately hopeful.  Jayson lives with an abusive mother and tries to maintain a relationship with his drug addicted father.  Dealbreaker – As much as I wanted to keep this book, Jayson’s sexual exploits were too graphic for middle school.  I would definitely shelve this in a high school library, and might consider it in a more urban middle school.

Cohn, Rachel. Cupcake.   The third in a series finds Cyd Charisse living in New York after graduation.  Dealbreaker – As a young adult, Cyd Charisse is discovering her sexuality and has a few drunken sexual encounters with super-sexy Luis.  Her new love life is a bit too racy for middle school.

Cohn, Rachel and David Levithan.  Nick and Norah’s Infinite Playlist.   Great story of two strangers who meet and discover each other over one eventful night.  Dealbreaker:  Overwhelming use of profanity – at points I was impressed by how much they were able to get in!  As one customer reviewer on barnesandnoble.com wrote, “this book said the f word more than i breathe:) it was quite lovely.”

Garfinkle, D.L.   Storky: How I Lost My Nickname and Won the Girl.   Absolutely lovable, gawky and awkward main character is one all guys can relate to, and he is victorious in the end.  Dealbreaker:  Michael is a bit too focused on his male bits, and a lot of his internal comments, while funny and heartfelt, were too much for me to justify.  This is a definite good choice for high school – boys will LOVE it.

Green, John.   Looking for Alaska.
Coming of age story set at a boarding school and culminating in suicide.  Dealbreaker:  Wildly hilarious but totally age-inappropriate oral sex scene.  Also some vivid descriptions of a pornographic video helped put this one too far in the danger zone for my comfort.

Hartringer, Brent.  Geography Club.    Gay students find a way to bond in secret – by creating a club so boring no one else would want to join.  Dealbreaker – Once again, I was not willing to take the risk with a clearly “gay book” in middle school.  

Papademetriou, Lisa and Chris Tebbetts.  M or F?
A spin on the Cyrano de Bergerac tale has best friends falling for the same online person.  Dealbreaker – One of the main characters is gay, and frankly, I chickened out.  This wasn’t as “in your face” as Boy Meets Boy, but it’s definitely a major part of the story.

Porter, Connie.  Imani, All Mine.   One of the best teen parenting stories around.  Dealbreaker:  Vividly described rape scene read like a pornographic film.  For others, the violent death of the baby may have been too much.
Stone, Tanya Lee.  A Bad Boy Can Be Good for a Girl.   This girl bonding book is absolutely wonderful – it’s empowering, and I love the use of Judy Blume’s Forever as a rallying point.  Dealbreaker – it’s also filled with girls who are very sexual.  It’s recommended for grades 9 and up, and I have to agree.
