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In  the  landscape  of
young adult  literature,
few  novels  tackle  the
raw,  unvarn ished
realities of grief,  guilt,
and mental health with
the unflinching honesty
found  in  Tears  Of  A
Tiger  By  Sharon  M
Draper. First published
i n  1 9 9 4 ,  t h i s
groundbreaking  novel
remains a cornerstone
of high school reading
l i s t s  a n d  c r i t i c a l
discussions  about  the
emotional  struggles  of
teenagers.  It  is  not  a
comfortable  read,  nor
i s  i t  mean t  t o  be .
Ins tead ,  i t  fo rces
readers to sit with the

aftermath of a tragedy
and  explore  how  a
community,  a  family,
and a group of friends
d e a l  w i t h  a n
unimaginable loss. This
art ic le  prov ides  a
comprehensive look at
the novel,  its  themes,
characters, and lasting
impact,  offering  both  a
refresher  for  longtime
r e a d e r s  a n d  a n
introduction  for  new
ones.

OVERVIEW OF
TEARS OF A TIGER

Tears Of A Tiger By
Sharon  M  Draper
o p e n s  w i t h  a
catastrophe  that  sets
the entire narrative in
motion.  After  a  high
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school  basketbal l
game, star player Andy
Jackson  and  his  three
best  friends  —  B.J.,
Tyrone,  and Robert  —
celebrate  with  a  few
beers  before  driving
home.  Andy,  who  has
been  drinking,  gets
behind  the  wheel  of
the  car.  The  resulting
accident claims the life
of  Robert,  the  team’s
captain and a beloved
member of their tight-
kn i t  c i rc le .  Andy ,
though  physical ly
unharmed,  i s  l e f t
emotionally  shattered,
carrying the burden of
having  caused  his
friend’s  death.
What makes this novel
distinct  is  its  format.
Draper  tells  the  story
not through traditional
prose  chapters,  but
through  a  collage  of
documents:  journal
entries,  homework
assignments,  letters,
newspaper  clippings,

therapy  transcripts,
and  even  a  suicide
note.  This  innovative
structure immerses the
reader  directly  into
Andy’s  deteriorating
mental  state.  We  do
not simply read about
his depression; we see
it  unfold  through  his
fractured  writing  and
his desperate attempts
t o  m a i n t a i n  a
s e m b l a n c e  o f
normalcy.  The  novel
follows  Andy  over  the
course  o f  severa l
months as he struggles
w i t h  g u i l t ,  p o s t -
traumatic  stress,  and
the pressure to simply
“move on.”

The Core
Theme:
Grief and
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Untreate
d Trauma
At its heart, Tears Of
A Tiger By Sharon M
Draper  is  a  profound
e x p l o r a t i o n  o f
unresolved grief.  Andy
i s  s u r r o u n d e d  b y
people who care about
him — his parents, his
girlfriend  Keisha,  his
friends,  and  a  school
counselor  — but none
o f  t h e m  t r u l y
understand  the  depth
of his pain.  The novel
powerfully  illustrates
that grief is not linear.
Andy  exper iences
waves of denial, anger,
numbness,  and  brief
moments  of  hope,  all
wi th in  the  span  of
w e e k s .  T h e  k e y
tragedy is not just the
accident itself, but the
f a c t  t h a t  A n d y ’ s
t r a u m a  i s  n e v e r
properly  addressed.

The  mental  health
resources  available  to
h i m  a r e  e i t h e r
insufficient or ignored.
The  t i t l e  i t se l f  i s
symbolic.  A  “tiger’s
t e a r s ”  c a n  b e
interpreted  as  the
hidden,  often  invisible
sorrow  that  even  the
strongest  and  most
fierce individuals carry.
A n d y  i s  t h e  s t a r
basketball  player,  the
charismatic  leader  on
t h e  c o u r t .  T o  t h e
outside world, he looks
like  he  is  coping.  But
inside, he is drowning.
D r a p e r  d o e s  n o t
romanticize  his  pain;
she shows it  in all  its
messy,  uncomfortable
reality,  including  his
i r r i t a b i l i t y ,  h i s
w i t h d r a w a l  f r o m
act iv i t ies  he  once
loved, and his inability
to find joy.

CHARACTER
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ANALYSIS IN
TEARS OF A TIGER

One of the strengths of
Tears Of A Tiger By
Sharon  M Draper  is
its well-drawn, realistic
cast  of  characters.
Each person in Andy’s
orbit  reacts  to  the
tragedy  in  a  different
w a y ,  p r o v i d i n g  a
multifaceted  view  of
loss.

Andy
Jackson –
The
Protagoni
st
Strugglin

g with
Guilt
Andy  is  a  complex
protagonist .  He  is
neither a villain nor a
s a i n t .  H e  m a d e  a
terrible  mistake  by
drinking  and  driving,
and he must live with
the  consequences.
Throughout  the  book,
readers  witness  his
slow decline. He begins
by trying to be strong
for his friends and his
g i r l f r iend ,  but  he
gradual ly  isolates
himself.  His  journal
entries reveal a young
man who hates himself
and  cannot  find  a
reason  to  keep  living.
Draper  handles  his
c h a r a c t e r  w i t h
sensitivity,  showing
that  his  actions  stem
from  deep  pain,  not
from  malice.  Andy’s
story  is  a  cautionary
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tale about the dangers
of suppressed emotion
and the importance of
seeking help.

Keisha –
Andy’s
Girlfriend
Keisha  is  intelligent,
caring,  and  deeply
committed  to  Andy.
She  tr ies  to  be  his
support system, urging
him  to  talk  about  his
feelings  and  to  see  a
therapist.  However,
she  a lso  becomes
frustrated  when  he
shuts her out. Keisha’s
arc  h ighl ights  the
difficulty  of  loving
s o m e o n e  w h o  i s
struggling with mental
illness.  She  wants  to
save  h im,  but  she
eventually realizes that
she  cannot  force  him
to heal. Her own grief

and guilt (for not being
able  to  prevent  the
t ragedy)  a re  a l so
explored,  making  her
one of the novel’s most
sympathetic figures.

B.J. and
Tyrone –
The
Remainin
g Friends
B.J. and Tyrone are the
other two friends in the
car  that  night.  They
survive  physically,  but
t h e y  a r e  a l s o
traumatized. B.J. copes
by  joking,  deflecting
his  pain  with  humor.
Tyrone becomes more
serious  and  reflective,
often  acting  as  the
voice  of  reason.  Their
friendship  with  Andy
fractures  under  the
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strain. B.J.  and Tyrone
want to help, but they
do not know how. They
represent the friends of
many  teens  who  face
mental  health  crises:
well-meaning  but  ill-
e q u i p p e d .  T h e i r
perspectives,  shown
through  conversations
and letters, add depth
t o  t h e  n o v e l ’ s
exploration of guilt and
survivorship.

Robert –
The
Victim
Though Robert dies in
the first  few pages,  his
presence  looms  over
the  en t i r e  nove l .
Through  flashbacks,
memories,  and  the
grief of others, Robert
emerges as a vibrant,
ambitious  young  man
with  a  bright  future.

His death is not just a
plot  device;  i t  is  a
profound  loss  that
affects  everyone.
Draper  ensures  that
Robert  is  remembered
as a person, not just a
tragedy.  This  makes
Andy’s guilt even more
devastating,  because
A n d y  m u s t  l i v e
k n o w i n g  h e
extinguished  such  a
promising  life.

THE ROLE OF
SCHOOL, FAMILY,
AND COMMUNITY

Tears Of A Tiger By
Sharon  M  Draper
also  cr i t iques  the
systems that fail Andy.
His  parents,  whi le
loving,  are  in  denial.
His mother focuses on
church  and  prayer,
w h i l e  h i s  f a t h e r
emphasizes  getting
back to basketball and
“being a man.” Neither
recognizes the severity
of  Andy’s  depression.
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The  school  counselor,
Mr.  Hampton,  tries  to
reach  out ,  but  h is
efforts  are  sporadic
and  superficial.  The
basketball  coach  offers
platitudes. This lack of
effective intervention is
a  central  message  of
the book: Teen mental
hea l th  canno t  be
solved with simple pep
talks  or  religious  faith
a lone.  I t  requ i res
professional help, open
communication,  and  a
willingness  to  listen
without  judgment.
The novel also explores
how  racial  identity
intersects  with  these
issues.  Andy  and  his
friends  are  African
American,  and  Draper
subtly  addresses  the
cultural  expectations
that can prevent Black
t e e n a g e r s  f r o m
e x p r e s s i n g
vulnerability.  Andy  is
supposed to be strong,
to  play  through  the

pa in ,  t o  no t  show
weakness .  These
e x p e c t a t i o n s
con t r i bu te  t o  h i s
isolation.  The  novel
encou rages  a  r e -
examination  of  these
s t e r e o t y p e s  a n d
a d v o c a t e s  f o r
emotional  honesty
within  communities  of
color.

LITERARY STYLE
AND STRUCTURE

Sharon  M.  Draper  is
known for her ability to
w r i t e  a u t h e n t i c
teenage  voices,  and
Tears Of A Tiger By
Sharon M Draper is a
prime  example.  The
multi-genre  format
allows readers to piece
together  Andy’s  story
from multiple angles. A
newspaper  art ic le
provides  objective
f a c t s  a b o u t  t h e
accident.  A  homework
assignment  reveals
Andy’s intelligence and
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his  initial  attempt  to
intellectualize his guilt.
A  t r a n s c r i p t  o f  a
therapy session shows
his  defensiveness  and
h i s  e v e n t u a l
breakdown.  The  most
powerful  section  is  a
letter  Andy  writes  to
Robert’s  mother,  in
which he confesses his
responsibility in a raw
and  heartbreaking
way.
This  structure  makes
t h e  n o v e l  h i g h l y
teachable in classroom
settings. It encourages
d i scuss ion  about
perspective,  reliability,
and  the  different  ways
people process trauma.
I t  a l s o  k e e p s  t h e
nar ra t ive  mov ing
qu i ck l y ,  wh i ch  i s
important  for  younger
readers who might be
intimidated  by  dense
prose.  The  format
reinforces  the  theme
that there is no single
s t o r y :  e v e r y o n e

involved has a different
version of events and a
different way of coping.

IMPACT ON YOUNG
ADULT
LITERATURE

When it was published,
Tears Of A Tiger By
Sharon  M  Draper
broke  new  ground.  It
was  one  of  the  first
young adult  novels  to
confront  teen  suicide
so  d i rect ly  and  to
depict  a  teenager
dealing  with  clinical
depression. It won the
Coretta  Scott  King
Award and has been a
staple  in  schools  for
decades.  The  novel  is
often paired with other
books about grief  and
resilience,  like  “The
Outsiders”  or  “The
Hate U Give,” because
it deals with themes of
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,
friendship,  and  the
search  for  meaning
after  tragedy.
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Teachers and librarians
value the book for  its
realism and  its  ability
to  spark  difficult  but
n e c e s s a r y
conversations.  It  has
been  challenged  or
b a n n e d  i n  s o m e
distr icts  due  to  its
content  —  including
underage  drinking,
suicide, and depictions
of depression — but it
h a s  l a r g e l y  b e e n
d e f e n d e d  f o r  i t s
educational value. The
b o o k  s e r v e s  a s  a
gateway  for  students
to  d iscuss  menta l
health,  a  topic  that
remains  cr i t ica l ly
important  in  today’s
schools.

WHY TEARS OF A
TIGER REMAINS
RELEVANT

Nearly  three  decades
after its release, Tears
Of A Tiger By Sharon
M Draper is still a vital
text  for  adolescents

and  adults  alike.  The
issues  i t  ra i ses  —
underage drinking, the
s t i gma  o f  men ta l
illness, the pressure to
be perfect, the fragility
of life — are timeless.
In  an  era  where  teen
suicide  rates  remain
alarmingly high, Andy’s
story is a reminder that
we  must  look  beyond
t h e  s u r f a c e .  T h e
smiling  athlete,  the
popular  student,  the
kid who seems to have
it  all  together — they
might be struggling in
ways we cannot see.
The novel also teaches
empathy.  It  does  not
excuse Andy’s actions,
but  it  explains  them.
R e a d e r s  c o m e  t o
understand  that  Andy
is not a monster; he is
a  broken  young  man
w h o  m a d e  a
catastrophic  error  and
could not find a path to
forg iveness .  Th is
nuanced  portrayal
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h e l p s  r e a d e r s
understand that people
who  make  mistakes
a r e  n o t  b e y o n d
compassion,  even
when  those  mistakes
have  devastat ing
consequences.

KEY LESSONS
FROM THE NOVEL

The importance
of seeking
professional
help: Andy’s
informal support
network is not
enough. The
novel
emphasizes that
therapy and
counseling are
essential for
managing
trauma and
depression.
The danger of
bottling up
emotions: Andy
repeatedly tries
to be strong for
others, but this

leads to his
isolation. The
book encourages
open expression
of feelings.
How to support
a grieving
friend: Through
Keisha, B.J., and
Tyrone, readers
learn that
sometimes the
best thing to do
is simply listen
and be present,
without trying to
fix the problem.
The ripple
effects of a
single decision:
The accident
changes the lives
of everyone
involved,
showing that our
actions have
consequences far
beyond
ourselves.

CONCLUSION

Tears Of A Tiger By
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Sharon M Draper is a
powerful,  unflinching
e x a m i n a t i o n  o f
teenage  grief,  guilt,
and  the  crucial  need
for  menta l  hea l th
a w a r e n e s s .  I t s
innovative  format,
authentic  characters,
and  wi l l ingness  to
confront  difficult
subjects  make  i t  a
lasting classic of young
adult  literature.  While
t h e  s t o r y  i s
hear tbreak ing ,  i t
carries  an  important
message:  that  healing
is  possible,  but  only
w h e n  w e  a l l o w
o u r s e l v e s  t o  b e

vulnerab le  and  to
accep t  he lp  f r om
others.  For  anyone
seeking to  understand
the  weight  of  sorrow
ca r r i ed  by  young
people,  or  for  those
looking  for  a  literary
work that does not shy
away from the hardest
questions,  this  novel
remains  an  essential
read.  It  does  not  offer
easy  answers,  but  it
offers  something
p e r h a p s  m o r e
valuable:  the  courage
to look honestly at pain
and  to  reach  out  a
hand to those who are
suffering.


