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TOUGH TOPICS
Inspiring Conversations in Difficult Times

Grade 3 
through

Grade 5

Addiction/Substance Abuse

The Education of Ivy Blake
By Ellen Airgood
Nancy Paulsen Books, 2015. 240p.

The companion to Prairie Evers, Ivy’s world is 
turned upside down when she is reunited with 
her alcoholic mother and moves back to the 
city where they must start a new life together.

The Seventh Wish
By Kate Messner
Bloomsbury, 2016. 250p.

Charlie devises a fantasy to help her cope 
with family upheaval caused by her sister’s 
addiction to heroin.  

Sunny Side Up
By Jennifer L Holm, Illus. by Matthew Holm
Graphix, 2015. 224p.

A  new friend, some comic books, and a 
loving, supportive Gramps help Sunny find 
the strength to be able to work through 
her feelings surrounding her older brother’s 
substance abuse problems.

Adoption

Forever or a Long, Long Time
By Caela Carter
HarperCollins, 2017. 320p. 
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Rhyme Schemer
By K.A. Holt
Chronicle, 2014. 176p.

This novel in verse explores bullying from the 
bully’s point of view, as the bully is caught and 
comes to terms with what he’s done wrong 
and how to make amends.

Divorce/Single Parent

Big and Little Questions 
(According to Wren Jo Byrd)
By Julie Bowe.
Kathy Dawson Books, 2017. 228p. 

Wren doesn’t want her friends to think she’s 
weird. She just wants everything the way it 
was before the summer, and that means not 
telling anyone that her parents are getting 
divorced. She can’t even tell her best friend, 
who seems to like the mean, new girl better.

Dragons in a Bag
By Zetta Elliott.  Illus. by Geneva B.
Random House Books for Young Readers, 2018. 160p. 

In this urban fantasy, Mama has to go to court 
to fight their apartment eviction notice, so she 
leaves Jax with Ma, an enigmatic old woman 
who turns out to be a witch. As Jax and Ma 
travel through space and time to save three 
dragons, Jax meets his grandfather for the 
first time and learns more about his mother’s 
childhood.

Raymie Nightingale
By Kate DiCamillo
Candlewick, 2016. 263p.

In order to draw her father who abandoned 
the family back home, Raymie enters a beauty 
contest.  In order to do this, she has to do 
many good deeds and along the way befriends 
two other contestants in the contest who 
have also lost someone close to them.

Grief

Clayton Byrd Goes Underground
By Rita Williams-Garcia
Amistad, 2017, 181p.

Clayton loves nothing more than playing jazz 
with his grandpa, Cool Papa Byrd, and his 
band. After Cool Papa’s sudden death, Clayton 
goes on a journey to Manhattan looking for his 
grandfather’s friends and the peace he once 
had playing the blues. 

Cry, Heart, But Never Break
By Glenn Ringtved
Illus. by Charlotte Pardi. Enchanted Lion, 2016. 32p.

Death personified comes to the home of 
four children and their ailing grandmother; 
throughout his visit, Death explains why 
sorrow and grief are as essential to life as 
delight and happiness.

The Distance to Home
By Jenn Bishop
Knopf Books for Young Readers, 2016.  240p.

Her beloved older sister’s death changed 
everything about baseball-fanatic Quinnen’s 
life. In a story that goes back and forth 
between last summer and present day, the 
reader finds out what happened on that 
terrible day and why Quinnen quit baseball.

Finding Langston
By Lesa Cline-Ransome
Holiday House, 2018. 104p.

Still grieving over his mother’s death, eleven-
year-old Langston deals with moving from 
Alabama to Chicago with his dad, and trying 
to avoid being bullied in school. But he finds 
solace in the library, the poetry of another 
Langston, and a secret that he learns about 






