
al capone does my shirts

al capone does my shirts is a captivating young adult novel that explores unique themes
of family, disability, and personal growth. Set against the backdrop of Alcatraz Island in the
1930s, this novel offers readers an insightful glimpse into the life of a boy whose family is
intertwined with the infamous prison. This article provides an in-depth overview of the
book’s plot, characters, and themes, as well as its critical reception and educational value.
By examining the setting and historical context, readers can gain a deeper understanding
of the narrative’s richness. Additionally, this article highlights why al capone does my shirts
remains a popular choice for young readers and educators alike. The following sections will
guide you through the essential aspects of this compelling novel.
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Overview of the Novel
Al capone does my shirts is a young adult fiction novel written by Gennifer Choldenko. The
story is set in 1935 and centers on a twelve-year-old boy named Moose Flanagan and his
family as they move to Alcatraz Island. The narrative explores the challenges Moose faces
living in this notorious environment, especially as his family cares for his sister, who has
autism. The book combines historical fiction with themes of acceptance and resilience,
making it a compelling read for young audiences. The author’s vivid storytelling and
detailed setting bring the era and location to life, contributing to the novel’s enduring
popularity.

Plot Summary
The plot of al capone does my shirts follows Moose Flanagan’s experiences after moving to
Alcatraz Island, where his father works as a prison guard. While Moose navigates the
complexities of his new home and school, he also takes on the responsibility of caring for
his sister Natalie, who has autism. The story highlights Moose’s internal struggles and his



efforts to balance his own desires with his family’s needs. Throughout the novel, Moose
encounters various challenges, including social isolation and the threat posed by the
infamous Al Capone, who is incarcerated on the island. The plot weaves together moments
of humor, tension, and emotional growth, culminating in Moose’s journey toward
understanding and acceptance.

Setting and Environment
The novel’s unique setting on Alcatraz Island plays a critical role in shaping the story. The
harsh and isolated environment of the prison island contrasts with Moose’s family life and
personal struggles. This setting provides a backdrop that emphasizes themes of
confinement and freedom, both literal and metaphorical. The detailed descriptions of the
prison, the island’s landscape, and the era’s social dynamics enrich the narrative and
immerse readers in the 1930s.

Key Plot Events

Moose’s family relocation to Alcatraz Island

Moose’s adjustment to a new school and social circle

Challenges in caring for his sister Natalie

Interactions with other children and prison staff

Incidents involving Al Capone and prison life

Moose’s personal growth and increasing responsibility

Main Characters
The characters in al capone does my shirts are well-developed and contribute significantly
to the story’s depth. Each character embodies different aspects of the themes explored in
the novel, including family dynamics, acceptance, and adversity. Understanding these
characters is essential to grasping the novel’s emotional and narrative complexity.

Moose Flanagan
Moose is the protagonist and narrator of the story. His perspective offers insight into the
challenges of growing up under unusual circumstances. Moose’s character development is
central to the novel, as he learns to navigate his responsibilities and personal desires while
supporting his family.



Natalie Flanagan
Natalie, Moose’s sister, has autism, and her condition significantly influences the family’s
life. Her character sheds light on themes of disability, acceptance, and the struggle for
understanding in a time when autism was less recognized. Natalie’s needs and behaviors
affect Moose’s decisions and contribute to the emotional core of the story.

Other Notable Characters

Moose’s parents, who manage their household under challenging circumstances

Various prison guards and officials who add to the island’s atmosphere

Friends and peers at Moose’s new school, highlighting social dynamics

Al Capone, whose presence as a prisoner adds tension and intrigue

Themes and Motifs
Al capone does my shirts explores several important themes and motifs that resonate with
readers of all ages. These themes contribute to the novel’s depth and educational value,
making it a rich text for analysis and discussion.

Family and Responsibility
One of the central themes is the importance of family bonds and the responsibilities that
come with them. Moose’s devotion to his sister Natalie and his efforts to help his parents
illustrate the complexities of familial love and duty.

Disability and Acceptance
The novel sensitively addresses autism and the challenges of living with a family member
who has special needs. It promotes understanding and acceptance, encouraging empathy
from readers toward individuals with disabilities.

Isolation and Freedom
The setting of Alcatraz Island symbolizes both physical confinement and the desire for
freedom. Moose’s experiences reflect broader questions about personal liberty, societal
expectations, and the limitations imposed by circumstances.



Coming of Age
The narrative is also a coming-of-age story, chronicling Moose’s growth from a boy
overwhelmed by his environment to a more mature individual who accepts his
responsibilities and identity.

Historical and Cultural Context
The historical backdrop of Alcatraz Island during the 1930s is crucial to understanding the
novel’s setting and themes. This period was marked by the Great Depression and
significant social changes in the United States. The island’s role as a federal prison housing
notorious criminals adds a layer of historical intrigue and realism to the story.

Alcatraz Island as a Prison
Alcatraz was known for housing some of America’s most infamous criminals, including Al
Capone. The novel accurately portrays the prison’s environment, routines, and security
measures, grounding the fictional story in authentic historical detail.

Social Attitudes Toward Disability
The 1930s cultural context also influenced perceptions of disability. Autism and other
developmental disorders were not well understood, and families often faced stigma and
limited resources. This context highlights the challenges faced by Moose’s family and adds
depth to the novel’s portrayal of disability.

Critical Reception and Awards
Al capone does my shirts has received critical acclaim for its compelling storytelling and
sensitive treatment of complex themes. It has been praised for its historical accuracy,
character development, and ability to engage young readers with serious topics.

Notable Awards

Newbery Honor Award

California Young Reader Medal

American Library Association Best Books for Young Adults



Critical Praise
Reviewers have commended the novel for its authentic voice and nuanced depiction of
family life under challenging circumstances. The book is often recommended for young
readers interested in historical fiction and social themes.

Educational Value and Usage
Al capone does my shirts is widely used in educational settings to teach literature, history,
and social studies. Its rich content and approachable style make it suitable for classroom
discussions and assignments.

Teaching Themes and Skills
The novel supports lessons on empathy, diversity, and historical understanding. It
encourages students to consider perspectives different from their own and to analyze
character motivations and development.

Recommended Grade Levels

Grades 5 through 8

Middle school literature classes

Programs focusing on historical fiction or social issues

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main plot of 'Al Capone Does My Shirts'?
The story follows Moose Flanagan and his family as they move to Alcatraz Island in the
1930s, where his father works as a prison guard. Moose struggles to care for his sister
Natalie, who has autism, while navigating life on the island and dealing with the infamous
Al Capone.

Who is the author of 'Al Capone Does My Shirts'?
The author of 'Al Capone Does My Shirts' is Gennifer Choldenko.



What themes are explored in 'Al Capone Does My
Shirts'?
The novel explores themes such as family, acceptance, disability, friendship, and growing
up under unusual circumstances.

Is 'Al Capone Does My Shirts' based on a true story?
While the setting and some characters, like Alcatraz and Al Capone, are real, the story and
main characters are fictional.

What age group is 'Al Capone Does My Shirts'
appropriate for?
The book is generally suitable for middle-grade readers, typically ages 8-12.

How is autism portrayed in 'Al Capone Does My Shirts'?
The book depicts autism through Moose's sister Natalie, showing her challenges and the
family's efforts to support and understand her.

Has 'Al Capone Does My Shirts' won any awards?
Yes, 'Al Capone Does My Shirts' has received several accolades, including being an ALA
Notable Book and a Newbery Honor book.

What role does Al Capone play in the story?
Al Capone is a background figure; his laundry is done by the prisoners, which ties into the
book's title and setting but he does not play a direct role in the plot.

Are there sequels to 'Al Capone Does My Shirts'?
Yes, 'Al Capone Does My Shirts' is the first book in a series that includes sequels such as 'Al
Capone Shines My Shoes' and 'Al Capone Does My Homework.'

Additional Resources
1. Al Capone Shines My Shoes
This is the sequel to *Al Capone Does My Shirts*, continuing the story of Moose Flanagan
and his life on Alcatraz Island. Moose faces new challenges as he tries to fit in at school and
help his sister Natalie, who has autism. The book explores themes of family, acceptance,
and growing up in a unique environment.

2. Al Capone Does My Homework
The third book in the series follows Moose as he navigates middle school on Alcatraz. With
his sister’s needs and his own responsibilities, Moose finds himself in the middle of a



mystery involving school bullies and unexpected friendships. The story blends humor,
suspense, and heartwarming moments.

3. Anything But Typical by Nora Raleigh Baskin
This novel centers on an autistic boy named Jason who struggles to communicate and fit in
with his peers. Like *Al Capone Does My Shirts*, it offers a sensitive portrayal of autism and
highlights the importance of understanding and acceptance within families and schools.

4. Rules by Cynthia Lord
*Rules* tells the story of a young girl named Catherine whose brother has autism. She
creates rules to help him navigate the world, but as she develops a friendship with a boy
who doesn’t fit into her rules, she learns about acceptance and love. The book is a heartfelt
look at family dynamics and disabilities.

5. The Wednesday Wars by Gary D. Schmidt
Set in the 1960s, this historical fiction novel follows Holling Hoodhood, a seventh grader
dealing with school, family, and the Vietnam War era. Similar to Moose’s story, it combines
humor and serious themes to explore adolescence during a turbulent time in American
history.

6. Out of My Mind by Sharon M. Draper
This powerful novel features Melody, a girl with cerebral palsy who cannot speak but has a
brilliant mind. The story shares themes with *Al Capone Does My Shirts* by giving voice to
a child with a disability and emphasizing empathy, resilience, and determination.

7. Mockingbird by Kathryn Erskine
*Mockingbird* is about Caitlin, a girl with Asperger’s syndrome, who is trying to make sense
of the world after a family tragedy. The book offers insight into the challenges faced by
children on the autism spectrum and the importance of compassion and healing.

8. Bud, Not Buddy by Christopher Paul Curtis
This historical novel follows Bud, an orphan during the Great Depression, as he searches for
his father. Like *Al Capone Does My Shirts*, it’s set in a past era and features a young
protagonist facing difficult circumstances with courage and humor.

9. The Secret School by Avi
Set in the 1930s, this story follows a girl who must run a secret school after the teacher
leaves. It highlights the value of education, perseverance, and community support, echoing
the historical and coming-of-age themes found in *Al Capone Does My Shirts*.
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