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I present to you Ricardo Cortes, author of the very controversial children’s book on 

marijuana called ‘It’s Just a Plant.’ The book certainly has been proven controversial, 

from being banned from school and public libraries to the U.S. Office of National Drug 

Control Policy criticizing it at a congressional hearing on Capitol Hill. 

Reviews have been expectedly mixed.  

David R. Anderson of the Community Anti-Drug Coalitions of America said, “On the 

one hand, it’s almost laughable, but beyond that, it’s just irresponsible. No one would 

write a book called It’s Just a Drink.” 

The most pointed criticism, though, came from an elected official. During a February 

2005 House Drug Policy Subcommittee hearing, the committee's chairman, Indiana 

Representative Mark Souder, held a copy of the book in front of him and denounced it as 

a "pro-marijuana children's book." The representative then read excerpts into the 

Congressional Record.  

But can a six-year-old differentiate how something could be against the law yet morally 

justifiable? "I don't think there's a magic age where it becomes OK to start talking about 

these things," Cortes says. "I think it's very similar to sex. A five-year-old is ready to talk 

about sex in some ways. You don't need to break down the protein content of sperm to a 

five-year-old."  

As for Cortes, he may find the biggest market for his book isn't his intended audience. 

Cortes has seen adults as the ones actually buying his book in large numbers, and Cortes 

is fine with that. The point the book makes-pointing out the absurdity of marijuana laws-

is one that is equally relevant to grown-ups. "Sometimes you have to talk to adults like 

they are children." 

So let’s get right into it. Tell us what your book is all about. What’s the storyline, 

who are the characters, and perhaps most importantly, what is the message behind 

it all? 
 

Kids can open a bedroom door at the most inopportune moment. “It’s Just a Plant” is 

about a child who discovers that her parents smoke marijuana. They decide to really 

explain to their child what the plant is, without resorting to the propaganda that passes as 

“education” these days. Millions of responsible adults, including over six million parents 
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of young children, smoke marijuana in a way that is healthy and beneficial to their 

lifestyle. I thought it was high time that a type of education reflected this reality. Please 

understand, this book does NOT endorse children using marijuana.  

 

I imagine that you get reactions from the entire spectrum of the population, from 

the most conservative folks to the most liberal. Can you tell us what you’ve 

generally seen so far? Any particularly memorable reactions? 
 

The most heartfelt responses have been from parents who use the drug medicinally, and 

who have had a difficult time explaining to their children (or are tired of hiding the fact 

of) why they use something that has been classified as illegal and “bad.”  

 

Of course, there are those who find this book to be the Devil. To those people I humbly 

submit that we have the same goals: to educate our children about drugs so they can be 

better equipped to make smart decisions in life, and therefore be less likely to get into 

trouble with what’s out there. 

 

Would you care to address your time as a former high school D.A.R.E. officer? 

Many kids/young adults reading this have definitely been on the receiving end of a 

D.A.R.E. presentation, but what is it like being the one doing the teaching and 

reaching out to kids? 
 

Indeed, I was a young soldier helping wage the War on Drugs: a D.A.R.E. officer. That 

meant I took an oath of abstinence from drugs and got a gold star on my college 

application. In most D.A.R.E. programs, it’s actually the police who are teaching the 

class. The U.S government’s General Accounting Office concluded in 2003 that this $700 

million program had “no statistically significant long-term effect on preventing youth 

illicit drug use.” In fact, official federal “pot-education” advertisements, which propose it 

can lead to crime, homelessness, and teen-pregnancy, are so poor that a recent study 

warned that, “exposure to anti-marijuana advertising might not only change young 

viewer’s attitudes to more positive toward the substance, but also might directly increase 

risk of using marijuana.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

There has been a lot of talk about 

Ricardo Cortes’ book, “It’s Just a 

Plant: A Children’s Story About 

Marijuana,” since it came out in 

2005.  You have been asked by The 

New York Times to write a Book 

Review over “It’s Just a Plant.”  

Readers want to know what is in this 

book, what its message is, and if they 

should be reading this to their kids.   
 

For more information on the book, check out this site: 
 http://www.justaplant.com/  

 

Check out this article about the book: 

 http://www.webcitation.org/5gxtS2XSp (KATU, May 2008) 
 

Check out the following book reviews of It’s Just a Plant  

 The Cannabist (Feb. 2014):  http://www.thecannabist.co/2014/02/24/its-just-plant-book-review-kids-conversation-cannabis-pot-parenting/4087/ 

 The Guardian (Nov. 2011):  https://www.theguardian.com/society/2011/nov/27/book-cannabis-children  
 

To write a Book Review, focus on the following: 
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GHOST 
By Jason Reynolds 

181 pp. Atheneum. $16.99. (Middle grade; ages 8 to 12) 

Castle Crenshaw, or Ghost, as he has nicknamed himself, begins his story by telling about the man who holds 

the world record for blowing up balloons with his nose. Ghost is funny, sharp and real, spitting out sunflower 

seeds along with world-records trivia as he watches a track team practice at the local park. Like many Guinness-

obsessed kids, Ghost dreams of being the best at something too. 
 

But five pages into “Ghost,” Jason Reynolds’s new middle-grade novel, Ghost’s stream-of-consciousness 

narrative drifts into the secret that has taken over his life: the story of the day he learned how fast he can run, 

fleeing his apartment with his mother as his father shot at them. The revelation will hit many readers hard, but 

Ghost tells it in the same matter-of-fact tone he uses to talk about sunflower seeds or the kids he sees working 

on running — which perplexes him because running was never anything he had to practice. 
 

Ghost is cynical, dragged down by the weight of his past. When he hears Coach telling his elite track team, the 

Defenders, that running could lead to a college scholarship, Ghost talks back in his head. “Don’t nobody go to 

college for free to run no races.” But when the cocky sprinter Lu gets ready to run, Ghost lines up alongside, 

nearly beating him, and Coach offers a life-changing invitation to join the team. 
 

Ghost’s transformation is slow and believable. At first, he lacks the gear and the tenacity to perform well. At 

night, Ghost sleeps near the door, in case he and his mom have to run again. At school, he gets in trouble and 

struggles to contain his fear and anger. As Ghost puts it, “I got a lot of scream inside.” 
 

Over time, training produces results. Anyone who’s felt gravel crunch under their spikes will recognize Coach’s 

workouts — the exhausting fartleks and distance runs, the competitive banter. Athletes understand that one step 

forward is often followed by two steps back, and Ghost’s emotional strength comes around more slowly than 

his speed. Frustrated by practicing in old high-tops, he shoplifts a pair of high-end running shoes. But the silver 

bullets, as Ghost calls them, put more weight on his spirit than they take off his feet. 
 

Ghost’s developing relationship with the runners in his life ultimately propels him forward. He learns that 

Coach, too, grew up with an addict. Recognizing the connection, Coach tells his new runner, “Trouble is, you 

can’t run away from yourself. . . . Ain’t nobody that fast.” Though this novel belongs to Ghost, his teammates 

are fully realized characters with dreams, histories, gifts and imperfections of their own. The girls are never 

pushed to the side. Patina, especially, not only shines on the track but asserts herself in Coach’s car one day, 

refusing to give up her shotgun seat so the boys won’t be crowded in back. Readers who connect with these 

other runners will be thrilled to know that “Ghost” is the first in a promised series from Reynolds, each 

featuring a different narrator from the Defenders. 
 

As for “Ghost,” it’s easy to praise Reynolds’s vivid depiction of life in Ghost’s urban neighborhood as one 

that’s challenging and full of warmth, relationships and hope. But this book’s biggest strength is Ghost himself. 

Reynolds has created a character whose journey is so genuine that he’s worthy of a place alongside Ramona and 

Joey Pigza on the bookshelves where our most beloved, imperfect characters live. 


