
About the Book

Summary of The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian by Sherman Alexie

No one expected that Junior will ever amount to much. Born with “water on the brain,” doctors pre-
dicted Junior wouldn’t survive, let alone thrive. To be sure, Junior never has it easy. His family lives on 
Spokane Indian Reservation where healthcare, education, and jobs are in limited supply. They are poor.  
His father is an alcoholic, and his sister is a recluse who locks herself away in the basement. He never 
has it easy, but Junior’s resilience, smarts and talent, help him to overcome not only his health prob-
lems, but also poverty, prejudice, and the lack of opportunity. When a series of disappointments leads 
Junior to transfer to an all-white High School off the Reservation, this promising teen cartoonist learns 
how to succeed on his own terms. 

Through his “diary” junior tells the story of trying to live in a world where he is completely different from 
everyone else he knows. But when it all comes down to it, Junior is just a regular kid who wants to fit 
in, date, play basketball, and make something of himself. This heart-wrenching, insightful, yet humor-
ous story is based on the author’s own experiences as a teenager.

Reviews

Booklist, August 2007
“Alexie’s humor and prose are easygoing and well suited to his young audience, and he doesn’t pull 
many punches as he levels his eye at stereotypes both warranted and inapt.”

Kirkus Reviews, July 2007
“Alexie nimbly blends sharp wit with unapologetic emotion in his first foray into young-adult litera-
ture.”"

Publisher’s Weekly, September 2007
“Screenwriter, novelist and poet, Alexie bounds into YA with what might be a Native American equiva-
lent of Angela’s Ashes, a coming-of-age story so well observed that its very rootedness in one specific 
culture is also what lends it universality, and so emotionally honest that the humor almost always 
proves painful.”

Voice of Youth Advocates (VOYA), July 2007
“Alexie’s portrayal of reservation life, with the help of a great lineup of supporting characters, is realistic 
and fantastical and funny and tragic—all at the same time.The story is engaging, but readers will also 
gain insight into American Indian culture and politics as well as a sense for human nature and the 
complexities of living in a diverse society.”

Awards

2009 Odyssey Award for audio version, produced by Recorded Books, LLC
2008 Washington Book Award - the Scandiuzzi Children’s Book Award for middle grades and young 
adults
2008 Boston Globe–Horn Book Awards for Excellence in Children’s Literature in Fiction
2008 Capitol Choices Noteworthy Books for Children
2008 Book Sense Book of the Year Children’s Literature Honor Book
2008 Pacific Northwest Book Award
2008 American Indian Library Association American Indian Youth Literature Award
2007 National Book Award for Young People’s Literature
2007 Los Angles Times Book Prize Finalist
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Publisher’s Weekly 2007 Best Books of the Year - Children’s Fiction
The New York Times Notable Children’s Books of 2007
Los Angeles Times Favorite Children’s Books of 2007
National Parenting Publication Gold Winner 2007
Amazon.com Best Books of 2007
Barnes & Noble 2007 Best for Teens
School Library Journal Best Books of 2007
Kirkus Reviews Best Young Adult Books of 2007
Horn Book Fanfare Best Books of 2007
The Bulletin of the Center for Children’s Books Blue Ribbon Winner
Kansas City Star’s Top 100 Books of the Year

Discussion Questions

1.Throughout the novel, Junior has a number of personal interactions with people who see him as ‘dif-
ferent’ or ‘not normal’. Through his unique perspective, analysis and responses to people in these ex-
periences Junior grows as a person and develops a clearer sense of self. Choose one such experience 
and explain what Junior learned from it. 

2.Throughout the novel, Junior has a number of personal interactions with people who see his com-
munity on the Reservation as ‘different’ or ‘not normal’. Through his unique perspective, analysis and 
responses to these experiences Junior grows as a person and develops a clearer sense of self, his 
heritage and his future. Choose one such experience and explain what Junior learned from it.

3.Compare and contrast Junior’s social experiences in his old school to his experiences at his new 
school. Why is he more successful socially in his new school than he was at his old school?  

4.Alcoholism is major problem in Junior’s family. Compare Junior’s parents (who are alcoholics) with 
Martyn Pig’s father, and how alcoholism affects the parent-child relationship.

5.Like Junior, Sym (the main character of The White Darkness) has a physical disability that affects the 
way people treat them. Compare these two characters, and how they deal with social situations.

6.How do Junior’s drawings work in the novel?

7.Unlike Junior, Rowdy has no desire to transfer to Reardan High?  What does this say about how their 
particular sense of how their particular personal lives and world-views?

8.What did you think of the relationship between Penelope and Junior? How does she compare with 
love interests in the other novels we’ve read? (i.e. Allie in Doing It, Edward in Twilight, Alex in Martyn 
Pig, etc)

About the Author

Sherman J. Alexie, Jr., was born in October 1966. He was raised on the Spokane Indian Reservation in 
Wellpinit,  WA, in a community of approximately 1100 tribal members.  Alexie’s 2006 novel, The Abso-
lutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian, is largely based on the author’s own childhood experiences 
growing up on the Rez.

Alexie was born with a condition called hydrocephalia, “a congenital condition in which an abnormal 
accumulation of fluid in the cerebral ventricles causes enlargement of the skull and compression of the 
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brain, destroying much of the neural tissue,”1 and is often called “water on the brain.” As an infant, 
Alexie required risky brain surgery that he had little chance of surviving. And when he did manage to 
beat the odds, his doctors predicted he would sustain severe long-term effects and mental retardation.  
While he did suffer from side effect such as seizures and vision problems, he showed no signs of cog-
nitive or developmental difficulties. In fact, Alexie learned to read when he was three years old. He be-
came a voracious reader at an early age. Alexie’s bookish tendencies alienated many of his peers, and 
he was often the target of bullies on the reservation. 

One major turning point in the novel occurs when Junior finds his mother's maiden name in a textbook 
allotted to him at the Wellpinit school, This actually happened to Alexie, and impelled him to transfer to 
the high school off the reservation in order to obtain a better education. Alexie was the only Indian stu-
dent at Reardan High, not counting the school mascot, of course. He excelled his new school. Not only 
was he a star pupil, he also became a star of the Readan High basketball team. 

Alexie graduated from Reardan in 1985. For the first two years of college he attended Gonzaga Univer-
sity in Spokane, WA, and transferred to Washington State University (WSU) in Pullman, WA two years 
later.

Originally, Alexie wanted to be a doctor. He enrolled declared a pre-med major, at WSU, but soon real-
ized he didn’t have the stomach for medicine. After numerous fainting incidents in his human anatomy 
class, he faced facts and chose a different career path.  He decided to obtain a BA in American Stud-
ies. Luckily, at this time, Alexie also found he had a gift for writing, and with the encouragement of his 
poetry professor, received the Washington State Arts Commission Poetry Fellowship in 1991 and the 
National Endowment for the Arts Poetry Fellowship in 1992. 

Less than a year after graduating from WSU, Alexie pubished his first two collections of poetry, The 
Business of Fancydancing and I Would Steal Horses.

At this point, only one thing stood in the way of Alexie’s future. While at Gonzaga, had begun drinking, 
and at the age of 23 realized he was in danger of developing a serious drinking problem. When The 
Business of Fancydancing and I Would Steal Horses were published Alexie realized his drinking threat-
ened to undermine his writing career. He promptly quit, and hasn’t touched the bottle since.

Alexie’s career took off in his early twenties, and never stopped. He has won numerous awards includ-
ing PEN/Hemingway Award for Best First Book of Fiction for  The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in 
Heaven. Columbus Foundation's American Book Award and the Murray Morgan Prize for Reservation 
Blues. A film version of his novel Smoke Signals in 1998 and was released nationwide by Miramax 
films. The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian won many awards including the National Book 
Award in Young People’s Literature.

Sherman Alexie lives with his wife and two sons in Seattle, WA.

Read-Alikes

Anderson, Laurie Halse. Speak. 1999.
After a traumatic event at the end of her freshman year, Melinda, an introverted teenage girl, is finding 
it harder and harder to speak. With the help of her art teacher, she finally finds new ways to expression 
herself and begin the healing process.
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Anderson, M.T. The Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing, Traitor to the Nation: The Pox Party. Candle-
wick Press, 2006
Octavian is a young African American man held a captive by a group of radical philosophers in the 
years leading up to the Revolutionary War.  Raised in the lap of luxury he is the subject of a science 
experiment to determine the intellectual capacity of Africans.

Carlson,  Lori Marie, ed. The Moccasin Thunder: American Indian Short Stories for Today HarperCol-
lins, 2005.
Ten short stories about Native teens trying to decide who are and who they want to become.

Lavender, Bee Lessons in Taxidermy, Akashic Books/Punk Planet Books, 2005  
No one thought Bee Lavender would live past the age of five. Poked and prodded by a parade of phy-
sicians, this tough cookie has had nearly every form of cancer known to man. 

Mooney, Jonathan. The Short Bus: A Journey Beyond Normal. Henry Holt, 2007.
Once labeled “severely learning disabled”, Jonathan Mooney graduated with Honors from Brown Uni-
versity in 2000. In 2003, he bought an old short bus and traveled cross country to visit with various 
people who were also labeled “learning disabled.”
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