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INTRODUCTION:

THE ENDURING
POWER OF LOIS
DUNCAN'S CLASSIC
THRILLER

Few young adult novels
have managed to
capture the chilling
intersection of teenage
ambition, moral
corruption, and
devastating

consequences quite
like Killing Mr. Griffin
by Lois Duncan.
Published in 1978, this
gripping psychological
thriller has remained a
staple on school

reading lists and library
shelves for decades,
captivating

generations of readers
with its unflinching look
at how far a group of
seemingly ordinary
students will go to
teach their strict
English teacher a
lesson. The novel's
haunting exploration of
peer pressure,
authority, and the
fragility of human life
feels just as urgent
today as it did when it
first  hit  bookstore
shelves. For anyone
seeking a thought-
provoking story that
refuses to offer easy
answers, Killing Mr.
Griffin by Lois
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Duncan remains
essential reading.

Lois Duncan, a master
of suspense writing for
young adults, crafted a
narrative that does
more than simply
entertain. She holds a
mirror up to the darker
corners of the teenage

psyche, asking
uncomfortable
gquestions about

loyalty, revenge, and
the masks we wear.
The story of Killing
Mr. Griffin by Lois
Duncan begins with a
simple plan: a group of
high school students
intend to kidnap their
demanding teacher,
Mr. Griffin, scare him a
little, and teach him a
lesson about humility.
What starts as a
reckless prank,
however, spirals into a
nightmare from which
no one emerges
unchanged. The novel
explores the terrifying

reality that ordinary
people, under the right
pressures, are capable
of extraordinary
cruelty.

PLOT OVERVIEW: A
SIMPLE PLAN
GONE HORRIBLY
WRONG

The plot of Killing Mr.
Griffin by Lois
Duncan centers on a
group of students from
Del Norte High School
in Albuquerque, New
Mexico. At the heart of
the scheme is Mark
Kinney, a charismatic
and manipulative
senior who exudes an
almost hypnotic power
over his peers. Mark is
tired of Mr. Griffin's
strict grading policies
and his refusal to bow
to student pressure.
Mr. Griffin is not a cruel

teacher, but he is
demanding and
principled, which

makes him a target for
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students who value
popularity over hard
work.

Mark recruits three
other students to help
him execute his plan:
Jeff, a quiet and loyal
follower who s
desperate for Mark's
approval; David, a
more reluctant
participant whose
moral compass begins
to waver; and Susan, a
shy and insecure girl
who is secretly in love
with David and
desperate to feel
included. The plan is
straightforward: they
will kidnap Mr. Griffin
after a school play
rehearsal, drive him to
a remote mountain
location, and leave him
there overnight to
teach him a lesson. But
when Mr. Griffin, who
has a heart condition,
dies unexpectedly
during the abduction,
the four teenagers find

themselves bound
together by a terrible
secret.

What makes Killing
Mr. Griffin by Lois
Duncan so compelling
is how the plot unfolds
from multiple
perspectives. The
reader sees the panic,
the rationalization, and
the gradual unraveling
of each character as
they struggle to
maintain their normal
lives while carrying the
weight of a terrible
crime. The novel does
not shy away from
showing how quilt
manifests differently in
each person. Jeff
becomes consumed by
paranoia. David
wrestles with his
conscience. Mark,
frighteningly, seems to
feel nothing at all. And
Susan, the only one
who never wanted to
be part of the plan,
becomes the



unexpected moral
center of the story.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS: THE
FACES BEHIND THE
CRIME

Mark
Kinney:
The
Charisma
tic
Manipulat
or

Mark Kinney is one of
the most memorable
antagonists in young
adult literature. He is
not a stereotypical
bully but a highly
intelligent, charming,
and utterly ruthless

young man who sees
other people as tools to
be used. In Killing Mr.
Griffin by Lois
Duncan, Mark
represents the dark
side of leadership. He
knows exactly which
buttons to push to get
what he wants. He

flatters Jeff's loyalty,
exploits David's
insecurities, and

manipulates Susan's
desire for belonging.
Mark is a chilling
reminder that charisma
without a moral
foundation is not a gift
but a weapon. His lack
of remorse following
Mr. Griffin's death is
perhaps the most
disturbing aspect of
the novel, forcing
readers to confront the
possibility that some
people are simply
incapable of feeling
quilt.
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David
Ruggles:
The
Reluctant
Accompli
ce

David is the character
who undergoes the
most significant
transformation in
Killing Mr. Griffin by
Lois Duncan. Initially,
he goes along with
Mark's plan because he
craves social status
and wants to impress
Susan. But as the
situation spirals out of
control, David becomes
increasingly aware of
the gravity of what
they have done. His
internal struggle is the
emotional backbone of

the novel. He wants to
confess, but fear of the
consequences keeps
him silent. David
represents the average
person who makes a
terrible choice in a
moment of weakness
and then finds
themselves trapped in
a web of lies. His
journey is a powerful
cautionary tale about
the cost of
compromising one's
values for social
acceptance.

Susan
McConnel
I: The
Moral
Compass

Susan starts as a
wallflower, a quiet girl
who is so desperate to



be noticed that she
agrees to participate in
a crime she knows is
wrong. In many ways,
Susan is the character
with whom readers
most easily identify.
She is not inherently
bad; she is simply
lonely and vulnerable.
Throughout Killing
Mr. Griffin by Lois
Duncan, Susan's
evolution from passive
follower to active truth-
seeker is the story's
most hopeful thread.
She is the one who
ultimately realizes that
the only way to break
free from the cycle of
guilt and fear is to
accept responsibility
for her actions. Susan's
journey teaches an
important lesson:
courage is not the
absence of fear but the
decision to do what is
right despite being
afraid.

Jeff
Garrett:
The Loyal
Sheep

Jeff is perhaps the most
tragic figure in the
novel. He is deeply
devoted to Mark,
viewing him as a hero
and a friend. This blind
loyalty leads Jeff to
rationalize every
terrible decision Mark
makes, even after Mr.

Griffin's  death. In
Killing Mr. Griffin by
Lois Duncan, Jeff

represents the dangers
of following a leader
without question. His
inability to think for
himself and his
desperate need for
Mark's approval
ultimately lead him
down a dark path. Jeff's
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story is a stark warning
about the dangers of
surrendering one's
moral agency to
another person.

THEMES
EXPLORED IN
KILLING MR.
GRIFFIN BY LOIS
DUNCAN

The
Corrosive
Nature of
Peer
Pressure

At its core, Killing Mr.
Griffin by Lois
Duncan is a novel
about peer pressure
and its potentially
deadly consequences.
Each of the four main
characters participates

in the kidnapping for
different reasons, but
they all share a
common thread: a
desperate need to fit in
or impress someone
else. Mark uses peer
pressure as a weapon,
expertly manipulating
his friends' insecurities
to bend them to his
will. The novel shows
that peer pressure is
not always obvious
bullying; sometimes, it
is the subtle, unspoken
expectation to go
along with the group,
even when every
instinct screams that
something is wrong.

The
lllusion of
Control

One of the most
powerful themes in
Killing Mr. Griffin by



Lois Duncan is the
illusion of control. Mark
believes he has
everything planned
out. He thinks he can
control the situation,
his friends, and the
aftermath. But the
moment Mr. Griffin
dies, that illusion
shatters. The novel
demonstrates that life
is unpredictable and
that actions have
consequences that
cannot be foreseen or
managed. The students
learn the hard way that
once a line is crossed,
there is no going back.
This theme resonates
with readers because it
challenges the teenage
fantasy of invincibility
and reminds us that
every choice matters.

The

Weight of
Guilt and
Conscien
ce

Duncan masterfully
explores how different
people process guilt. In
Killing Mr. Griffin by
Lois Duncan, guilt is
not a static emotion
but a dynamic force
that shapes each
character differently.
For Susan, quilt
becomes a catalyst for
growth and
redemption. For David,
guilt is a crushing
burden that nearly
destroys him. For Jeff,
guilt manifests as
paranoia and fear. And
for Mark, the absence
of guilt is perhaps the
most frightening
response of all. The
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novel suggests that the
ability to feel guilt is
not a weakness but a
sign of humanity.
Those who cannot feel
guilt are the most
dangerous of all.

Critique
of
Authority
and the
American
Education
System

While the novel
primarily focuses on
the students, it also
offers a subtle critique
of the education
system and the way
authority figures are
often dehumanized.

Mr. Griffin is not a
villain; he is a
dedicated teacher who
refuses to lower his
standards. Yet, the
students view him as
an obstacle, a symbol
of everything they
resent about school. In
Killing Mr. Griffin by
Lois Duncan, the
tragedy is compounded
by the fact that Mr.
Griffin ~ was  simply
doing his job. He was
trying to prepare his
students for a world
that would not always
reward mediocrity. The
novel asks
uncomfortable
guestions about how
society treats teachers
and how the pressure
to be popular can
overshadow the value
of education.

LITERARY STYLE
AND NARRATIVE
TECHNIQUE

Lois Duncan's writing



in Killing Mr. Griffin
by Lois Duncan is
characterized by its
tight pacing, sharp
dialogue, and
psychological depth.
She employs a third-
person limited
narrative that shifts
between the
perspectives of Susan,
David, and occasionally
Mark. This technique
allows readers to
understand the inner
turmoil of each
character while
maintaining a sense of
suspense. Duncan does
not rely on graphic
violence to create
tension; instead, she
builds dread through
atmosphere and
emotion. The reader
feels the panic rising
as the characters
realize the magnitude
of what they have
done.

Duncan's prose is
accessible yet rich,
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making Killing Mr.
Griffin by Lois
Duncan an excellent
choice for both
reluctant readers and
those seeking more
literary depth. She
uses the New Mexico
setting effectively,
contrasting the vast,
open landscapes with
the claustrophobic
emotional spaces the
characters inhabit. The
mountain where Mr.
Griffin is taken
becomes a symbol of
isolation and
desolation, a physical
representation of the
moral wilderness the
students have entered.

WHY KILLING MR.
GRIFFIN BY LOIS

DUNCAN REMAINS
RELEVANT TODAY

Although Killing Mr.
Griffin by Lois
Duncan was published
over four decades ago,
its themes are more
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relevant than ever. In
an age of social media,
cyberbullying, and viral
dares, the pressure to

conform and the
consequences of
groupthink are

ubiquitous. The novel
serves as a powerful
cautionary tale about
the dangers of
following a charismatic
leader without
question. It also speaks
to the timeless
struggles of
adolescence: the
desire to be accepted,
the fear of standing
out, and the difficulty
of making moral
choices when the
stakes are high.

Modern readers will
find parallels between
Mark Kinney and the
kind of manipulative
figures that can
emerge in any social
group, whether online
or in real life. The novel
also addresses the
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concept of
accountability in a way
that feels particularly
relevant. In a world
where people are often
quick to deflect blame
or minimize the harm
they cause, Killing
Mr. Griffin by Lois
Duncan insists that
individuals must take
responsibility for their
actions, no matter how
difficult that may be.

Moreover, the novel's
portrayal of Susan as
the reluctant truth-
teller offers a powerful
model of moral
courage. In an era
when whistleblowers
and truth-tellers are
both celebrated and
vilified, Susan's journey
from passive follower
to active agent of
justice is inspiring. She
reminds readers that it
is never too late to do
the right thing, even
when doing so comes
at a great personal



cost.

IMPACT AND
LEGACY OF THE
NOVEL

Killing Mr. Griffin by
Lois Duncan has left
an indelible mark on
young adult literature.
It was one of the first
YA novels to tackle
serious, dark themes
without condescending
to its readers. Duncan
trusted teenagers to
handle complex moral
guestions, and that
trust is part of why the
book has endured. The

novel has been
adapted into a
television film and

continues to be studied
in classrooms across
the country. It is often
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cited as an influence
by contemporary YA
authors who write
thrillers and
psychological dramas.

The book's legacy also
lies in its refusal to
offer a tidy, happy
ending. The conclusion
of Killing Mr. Griffin
by Lois Duncan is
bittersweet and
ambiguous. Justice is
served, but not without
lasting damage to
everyone involved.
This honesty about the
consequences of bad
decisions is what
makes the novel so
powerful. It does not
glamorize crime or
suggest that
everything will be okay
if you just say you are
sorry. Instead
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