
Summer Reading Choices 2014 
Juniors (College Prep) 

• In response to information gathered from students, parents, staff, and research, we 
have adopted an approach to summer reading in which we offer a wider range of 
choices.  We do encourage students who are considering English studies for the future 
to choose classic novels for their reading. 

• Widening the list, however, limits our ability to purchase copies of all the selections.  
All of the books below can be found in local libraries, bookstores, or on discount 
websites. We strongly encourage parents and students to collaborate  on deciding 
which books best suit the needs, interests, and natures of the students.  Novels 
marked with an * contain mature content or language. 

• All Academic juniors will be required to read any TWO (2) books from below. 
 
Contemporary 
 
* Dear Zoe  (Philip Beard): A 15-year-old girl struggles to cope with private grief in an age of 
public catastrophe in this debut novel. When her little sister, Zoe, dies after being struck by a car 
on September 11, 2001, savvy, self-aware Tess DeNunzio works through her grief by writing letters 
to Zoe. Tess's candid observations about her feelings of guilt (she witnessed the accident) and her 
mourning process give warmth and clarity to her descriptions of daily life in the aftermath. Not 
sure how to deal with her bereaved mother and uncommunicative stepfather, Tess moves across 
Pittsburgh to live with her real dad, an underemployed weight lifter with a good heart.  There she 
gets to know her biological father, reevaluates her childhood values, and falls in love for the first 
time, all the while learning how to work through her despair as the one-year anniversary of her 
sister’s death approaches.  
 
The Five People You Meet in Heaven (Mitch Albom): Part melodrama and part parable, The 
Five People You Meet in Heaven weaves together three stories, all told about the same man: 83-
year-old Eddie, the head maintenance person at Ruby Point Amusement Park. As the novel opens, 
readers are told that Eddie, unsuspecting, is only minutes away from death as he goes about his 
typical business at the park. Albom then traces Eddie's world through his tragic final moments, his 
funeral, and the ensuing days as friends clean out his apartment and adjust to life without him. In 
alternating sections, Albom flashes back to Eddie's birthdays, telling his life story as a kind of 
progress report over candles and cake each year. And in the third and last thread of the novel, 
Albom follows Eddie into heaven where the maintenance man sequentially encounters five pivotal 
figures from his life.  Each person has been waiting for him in heaven, and, as Albom reveals, each 
life (and death) was woven into Eddie's own in ways he never suspected.  
 
Looking for Alaska  (John Green/nonfiction): Miles Halter, a sixteen-year-old with a fascination 
for last words, begins his scholastic adventure at Culver Creek boarding school in Alabama with an 
introduction to his roommate Chip "Colonel" Martin, a trailer-bred genius. Chip nicknames the skinny 
Miles "Pudge" and introduces him to Alaska Young, a beautiful, literate and intellectually gifted 
teenager with a head full of elaborate pranks. Under the tutelage of his new (and real) friends, 
Miles learns to drink, smoke, escape punishment, and understand people. A few days following a 
major, adrenaline-pumping prank, Alaska drives insanely drunk, crashes her car and dies instantly. 
Miles and Chip, both grieving for their lost friend, wondering if she committed suicide or was killed 



accidentally, search for evidence of the reasons behind her death. They also feel guilty because 
they were the last people to see her alive and did not stop her from driving drunk. From his 
experiences with this loss, Miles learns valuable lessons about loyalty, friendship, and life. 
                                
The Secret Life of Bees  (Sue Monk Kidd): Set in South Carolina in 1964, The Secret Life of 
Bees tells the story of Lily Owens, whose life has been shaped around the blurred memory of the 
afternoon her mother was killed.  When Lily’s fierce-hearted black “stand-in mother,” Rosaleen, 
insults three of the deepest racists in town, Lily decides to spring them both free.  They escape to 
Tiburon, SC---a town that holds the secret to her mother’s past.  Taken in by an eccentric trio of 
black beekeeping sisters, Lily is introduced to their mesmerizing world of bees and honey, and the 
Black Madonna.              
 
*A Thousand Splendid Suns  (Khaled Hosseini): The story, which takes place in a tumultuous 
Afghanistan, covers three decades of anti-Soviet jihad, civil war and Taliban tyranny through the 
lives of two women. Mariam is the scorned illegitimate daughter of a wealthy businessman, forced 
at age 15 into marrying the 40-year-old Rasheed, who grows increasingly brutal as she fails to 
produce a child. Eighteen years later, Rasheed takes another wife, 14-year-old Laila, a smart and 
spirited girl whose only other options, after her parents are killed by rocket fire, are prostitution 
or starvation. Against a backdrop of unending war, Mariam and Laila become unlikely allies in their 
battle against Rasheed, whose violent domestic abuse is endorsed by custom and law.  
 
Wintergirls  (Laurie Halse Anderson): Lia and Cassie had been best friends since elementary 
school, and each developed her own style of eating disorder that leads to disaster. Now 18, they are 
no longer friends. Despite their estrangement, Cassie calls Lia 33 times on the night of her death, 
and Lia never answers. As events play out, Lia's guilt, her need to be thin, and her fight for 
acceptance unravel in an almost poetic stream of consciousness in this startlingly crisp and pitch-
perfect first-person narrative. The text is rich with words still legible but crossed out, the 
judicious use of italics, and tiny font-size refrains reflecting her distorted internal logic. All of the 
usual answers of specialized treatment centers, therapy, and monitoring of weight and food fail to 
prevail while Lia's cleverness holds sway. What happens to her in the end is much less the point 
than traveling with her on her agonizing journey of inexplicable pain and her attempt to make some 
sense of her life. 
  
Classics 
The Bell Jar  ( Sylvia Plath ):The short, heavily autobiographical novel details six months in the 
life of its protagonist, Esther Greenwood. In the narrative's opening chapter, Esther, an over-
achieving college student in 1953, is spending an unhappy summer as a guest editor for a fashion 
magazine in New York City. After her internship ends, she returns home to live with her mother, 
grows increasingly depressed, suffers a mental breakdown and attempts suicide, and is 
institutionalized. By the book's conclusion, the hospital is about to release a somewhat improved 
Esther to the "real world. 

Brave New World   (Aldous Huxley):"Community, Identity, Stability" is the motto of Aldous 
Huxley's utopian World State. Here everyone consumes daily grams of soma, to fight depression, 
babies are born in laboratories, and the most popular form of entertainment is a "Feelie," a movie 
that stimulates the senses of sight, hearing, and touch. Though there is no violence and everyone is 
provided for, Bernard Marx feels something is missing and senses his relationship with a young 
women has the potential to be much more than the confines of their existence allow. Huxley 



foreshadowed many of the practices and gadgets we take for granted today--let's hope the 
sterility and absence of individuality he predicted aren't yet to come. 
 
 
Alternate Genre 
 
 
*Things Fall Apart (Chinua Achebe): This novel concerns the life of Okonkwo, a leader and local 
wrestling champion throughout the nine villages of the Igbo ethnic group of Umuofia in Nigeria.  
When Okonkwo wins a 15-year-old boy in a settlement with another tribe, he takes him in and raises 
him as his own son.  After they grow to love each other as true family, the oracles inform Okonkwo 
that his adopted son must be sacrificed and Okonkwo is determined to take part in the killing to 
show his own strength; however, this misdeed leads to further misfortunes in the protagonist’s 
future, involving murder, exile, and the irreversible footprint that Christianity and the white man 
are leaving on the African tribes.  
 
*These novels contain mature content. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Summer Reading Strategy Suggestions and Some Literary Terminology 
 
As everyone reads differently, this is not printed to suggest that one or two of these strategies are what the student 
“must” do while reading the book/s.  These ideas are merely suggested as a means to give ideas and strategies to the 
students to help them retain the information and some of the detail from their summer reading books.  When 
teachers in the English Department assess students on their summer reading in the beginning of the school year, they 
are clearly looking for evidence that each student read the book.  Each student should consider a strategy that works 
best for him/her, but some specific strategy is suggested.  Some kind of strategic note-taking is a good idea, 
especially if the student is reading a book early in the summer.  This way, the student can take some notes and then 
read them again in the fall, prior to the assessment or test.   
 
Ideas for note-taking: 

o keep a “Who’s Who” list of characters on which you list names of both major and minor characters and a 
brief description of what each of them do during the course of the novel or play.  This “who’s who” list is 
often a helpful strategy. 

o at the end of each chapter or section of your book, write a plot summary of what happened in that section.   
This will mean more to you when written in your own words.  It will also help you to retain the information 
you just read. 

o write down elements of the book that strike you as “important” (e.g. if you feel that a particular quote or 
passage “sums up” a major idea or character in your book, it’s probably an important item to remember).  
Teachers will often ask students to comment on specific passages of text or quotes from the novel or play 
as part of their assessment. 

o consider some of the “elements of fiction” terms below as you read your book.  You may wish to include 
some of these items in your notes. 

 
A Few Literary Terms to Consider: 
 

§ theme/s: any major idea/s that the author is trying to get across to the reader about people or life, in general 
(a theme does not have to be a moral; it can simply be a statement about life…e.g. In Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein, Shelley shows, through the suffering of her protagonist, Victor Frankenstein, that man 
should not attempt  to interfere with nature or try to play God).  There can be more than one theme in a 
single novel or play. 

§ irony: when the opposite of what is expected occurs in the novel 
§ dramatic irony: when the reader knows something that a character in the book does not (this element often 

adds to suspense).  Is there any dramatic irony in your book? 
§ plot structure: most stories and plays begin with exposition (background information…setting and 

characters are introduced), followed by an initial conflict.  The conflict is developed and intensified in a 
series of complications, or rising action.  The rising action eventually reaches a climax, when the plot 
reaches its point of greatest emotional intensity, and this is followed by falling action (the tension subsides 
and a new state of balance is created) and finally, a conclusion/resolution, which gives the final outcome 
of the plot.  This is a typical plot structure found in most stories. 

§ symbols: look for people, places, objects, or ideas that may represent things other than themselves; if they 
seem to be important or repetitive, write them down in your notes. 

§ protagonist/antagonist: the protagonist is the main character of the story; the antagonist is anything that 
opposes the main character, such as another character, a force of nature, or even himself (if the struggle is 
coming from within). 

§ tools of the trade: much like a carpenter who uses different tools to build a house, writers use different 
tools to build a story.  For example, a writer might use hyperbole, simile, and/or metaphor to describe a 
character…e.g. his mind was a hollow shell with the consistency  and texture of concrete. Students may 
gain an appreciation for stylistic elements like this that writers use to enhance their storytelling.  They may 
wish to comment on these elements. 


