
 
 
 
 

High School Summer Reading 
 

Note: All book summaries and cover photos are from Goodreads.com. 
 
Part 1: Class Summer Reading - When I Was Puerto Rican 
 
IDEAL students entering grades nine through twelve are required to read When I Was Puerto Rican by 
Esmeralda Santiago. Students will discuss and write about When I Was Puerto Rican during the first 
weeks of school; thus, students are required to bring their annotated texts with them on the first day of 
class and each subsequent day until their unit is complete. 

 
Esmeralda Santiago's story begins in rural Puerto Rico, where her childhood was 
full of both tenderness and domestic strife, tropical sounds and sights as well as 
poverty. Growing up, she learned the proper way to eat a guava, the sound of tree 
frogs in the mango groves at night, the taste of the delectable sausage called 
morcilla, and the formula for ushering a dead baby's soul to heaven. As she enters 
school we see the clash, both hilarious and fierce, of Puerto Rican and Yankee 
culture. When her mother, Mami, a force of nature, takes off to New York with her 
seven, soon to be eleven children, Esmeralda, the oldest, must learn new rules, a 
new language, and eventually take on a new identity. In this first volume of her 
much-praised, bestselling trilogy, Santiago brilliantly recreates the idyllic 

landscape and tumultuous family life of her earliest years and her tremendous journey from the barrio to 
Brooklyn, from translating for her mother at the welfare office to high honors at Harvard. 
 
 
Part 2: Required Summer Reading - Choose any TWO works from the list below 
 
IDEAL students entering grades nine through twelve are required to select and read TWO of the books 
listed below. Of course, we encourage IDEAL students to read more! Students should complete the 
attached summer reading log and have a parent or guardian sign off on each completed book. Students 
will be asked to review and share a recommendation for their two selected books when they return. 
 
 
 



High School Summer Reading 
 

Directions: Read When I Was Puerto Rican  by Esmeralda Santiago and complete any TWO books 
on the following list to complete your IDEAL Summer Reading Assignment. 
 
Note: All book summaries and cover photos are from Goodreads.com. 
 
Half of a Yellow Sun, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

 
With effortless grace, celebrated author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie illuminates a seminal 
moment in modern African history: Biafra's impassioned struggle to establish an 
independent republic in southeastern Nigeria during the late 1960s. We experience this 
tumultuous decade alongside five unforgettable characters: Ugwu, a thirteen-year-old 
houseboy who works for Odenigbo, a university professor full of revolutionary zeal; 
Olanna, the professor’s beautiful young mistress who has abandoned her life in Lagos for a 
dusty town and her lover’s charm; and Richard, a shy young Englishman infatuated with 

Olanna’s willful twin sister Kainene. Half of a Yellow Sun is a tremendously evocative novel of the 
promise, hope, and disappointment of the Biafran war. 

 
Little Women, Louisa May Alcott 
 
Following the lives of four sisters on a journey out of adolescence, Louisa May Alcott's Little 
Women explore the difficulties associated with gender roles in a Post-Civil War America. 
 
 
 

Speak, Laurie Halse Anderson 
 
"Speak up for yourself--we want to know what you have to say." From the first 
moment of her freshman year at Merryweather High, Melinda knows this is a big fat 
lie, part of the nonsense of high school. She is friendless, outcast, because she busted 
an end-of-summer party by calling the cops, so now nobody will talk to her, let alone 
listen to her. As time passes, she becomes increasingly isolated and practically stops 
talking altogether. Only her art class offers any solace, and it is through her work on an 
art project that she is finally able to face what really happened at that terrible party: she 
was raped by an upperclassman, a guy who still attends Merryweather and is still a 

threat to her….In Laurie Halse Anderson's powerful novel, an utterly believable heroine with a bitterly 
ironic voice delivers a blow to the hypocritical world of high school. She speaks for many a 
disenfranchised teenager while demonstrating the importance of speaking up for oneself. 
 
 
 



The Handmaid’s Tale, Margaret Atwood 
 
Offred is a Handmaid in the Republic of Gilead. She may leave the home of the 
Commander and his wife once a day to walk to food markets whose signs are now pictures 
instead of words because women are no longer allowed to read. She must lie on her back 
once a month and pray that the Commander makes her pregnant, because in an age of 
declining births, Offred and the other Handmaids are valued only if their ovaries are viable. 
Offred can remember the years before, when she lived and made love with her husband, 
Luke; when she played with and protected her daughter; when she had a job, money of her 
own, and access to knowledge. But all of that is gone now...  

 
March: Book 1, Andrew Aydin and John Lewis 
 

Congressman John Lewis (GA-5) is an American icon, one of the key figures of the 
civil rights movement. His commitment to justice and nonviolence has taken him from 
an Alabama sharecropper’s farm to the halls of Congress, from a segregated schoolroom 
to the 1963 March on Washington, and from receiving beatings from state troopers to 
receiving the Medal of Freedom from the first African-American president. Now, to 
share his remarkable story with new generations, Lewis presents March, a graphic novel 
trilogy… 
 

The Boy in the Striped Pajamas, John Boyne 
 
Berlin, 1942 : When Bruno returns home from school one day, he discovers that his 
belongings are being packed in crates. His father has received a promotion and the family 
must move to a new house far, far away, where there is no one to play with and nothing to 
do. A tall fence stretches as far as the eye can see and cuts him off from the strange people 
in the distance. 
 

The Boys in the Boat, Daniel James Brown 
 
Daniel James Brown’s robust book tells the story of the University of Washington’s 1936 
eight-oar crew and their epic quest for an Olympic gold medal, a team that transformed the 
sport and grabbed the attention of millions of Americans. The sons of loggers, shipyard 
workers, and farmers, the boys defeated elite rivals first from eastern and British 
universities and finally the German crew rowing for Adolf Hitler in the Olympic games in 
Berlin, 1936. The emotional heart of the story lies with one rower, Joe Rantz, a teenager 
without family or prospects, who rows not for glory, but to regain his shattered self-regard 

and to find a place he can call home…. 
 
 
 
 



Between the World and Me, Ta-Nehisi Coates 
 
In a series of essays, written as a letter to his son, Coates confronts the notion of race in 
America and how it has shaped American history, many times at the cost of black bodies 
and lives. Thoughtfully exploring personal and historical events, from his time at Howard 
University to the Civil War, the author poignantly asks and attempts to answer difficult 
questions that plague modern society. In this short memoir, the "Atlantic" writer explains 
that the tragic examples of Michael Brown, Trayvon Martin, and those killed in South 
Carolina are the results of a systematically constructed and maintained assault to black 

people--a structure that includes slavery, mass incarceration, and police brutality as part of its foundation. 
From his passionate and deliberate breakdown of the concept of race itself to the importance of the Black 
Lives Matter movement, Coates powerfully sums up the terrible history of the subjugation of black people 
in the United States. A timely work, this title will resonate with all teens--those who have experienced 
racism as well as those who have followed the recent news coverage on violence against people of color. 
 
The Alchemist, Paulo Coelho 

 
Paulo Coelho's enchanting novel has inspired a devoted following around the world. 
This story, dazzling in its powerful simplicity and inspiring wisdom, is about an 
Andalusian shepherd boy named Santiago who travels from his homeland in Spain to 
the Egyptian desert in search of a treasure buried in the Pyramids. Along the way he 
meets a Gypsy woman, a man who calls himself king, and an alchemist, all of whom 
point Santiago in the direction of his quest. No one knows what the treasure is, or if 
Santiago will be able to surmount the obstacles along the way. But what starts out as a 
journey to find worldly goods turns into a discovery of the treasure found within. Lush, 

evocative, and deeply humane, the story of Santiago is an eternal testament to the transforming power of 
our dreams and the importance of listening to our hearts. 
 

 
The Red Badge of Courage, Stephen Crane 

 
During an unnamed battle, 18-year-old private Henry Fleming survives what he 
considers to be a lost cause by escaping into a nearby wood, deserting his battalion. He 
finds a group of injured men in which one of the group, the "Tattered Soldier", asks 
Henry, who's often referred to as "The Youth", where he's wounded. Henry, embarrassed 
that he's whole, wanders thru the forest. He ultimately decides that running was the best 
thing, & that he's a small part of the army responsible for saving himself. When he 
learns that his battalion had won the battle, Henry feels guilty. As a result, he returns to 
his battalion & is injured when a cannon operator hits him in the head because he 

wouldn't let go of his arm. When he returns to camp, the other soldiers believe he was harmed by a bullet 
grazing him in battle. The next morning he goes into battle for a 3rd time. While looking for a stream 
from which to attain water, he discovers from the commanding officer that his regiment has a lackluster 



reputation. The officer speaks casually about sacrificing Henry's regiment because they're nothing more 
than "mule drivers" & "mud diggers". With no regiments to spare, the general orders his men forward. In 
the final battle, Henry becomes one of the best fighters in his battalion as well as the flag bearer, finally 
proving his courage as a man. 
 
Crime and Punishment, Fyodor Dostoyevsky 

 
Through the story of the brilliant but conflicted young Raskolnikov and the murder he 
commits, Fyodor Dostoevsky explores the theme of redemption through suffering. 
Crime and Punishment put Dostoevsky at the forefront of Russian writers when it 
appeared in 1866 and is now one of the most famous and influential novels in world 
literature. The poverty-stricken Raskolnikov, a talented student, devises a theory about 
extraordinary men being above the law, since in their brilliance they think “new 
thoughts” and so contribute to society. He then sets out to prove his theory by 
murdering a vile, cynical old pawnbroker and her sister.  

 
 
 
The Wind and the Willows, Kenneth Grahame 

 
Meet little Mole, willful Ratty, Badger the perennial bachelor, and petulant Toad. Over 
one hundred years since their first appearance in 1908, they've become emblematic 
archetypes of eccentricity, folly, and friendship. And their misadventures-in gypsy 
caravans, stolen sports cars, and their Wild Wood-continue to capture readers' 
imaginations and warm their hearts long after they grow up. Begun as a series of letters 
from Kenneth Grahame to his son, The Wind in the Willows is a timeless tale of animal 
cunning and human camaraderie. This Penguin Classics edition features an appendix of 
the letters in which Grahame first related the exploits of Toad. 

 
 
The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, Mark Haddon 

 
Christopher John Francis Boone knows all the countries of the world and their capitals 
and every prime number up to 7,057. He relates well to animals but has no understanding 
of human emotions. He cannot stand to be touched. And he detests the color yellow. 
Although gifted with a superbly logical brain, for fifteen-year-old Christopher everyday 
interactions and admonishments have little meaning. He lives on patterns, rules, and a 
diagram kept in his pocket. Then one day, a neighbor's dog, Wellington, is killed and his 
carefully constructive universe is threatened. Christopher sets out to solve the murder in 
the style of his favourite (logical) detective, Sherlock Holmes. What follows makes for a 

novel that is funny, poignant and fascinating in its portrayal of a person whose curse and blessing are a 
mind that perceives the world entirely literally. 



 
A Thousand Splendid Suns, Khaled Hosseini 

 
Born a generation apart and with very different ideas about love and family, Mariam and 
Laila are two women brought jarringly together by war, by loss and by fate. As they 
endure the ever escalating dangers around them—in their home as well as in the streets of 
Kabul—they come to form a bond that makes them both sisters and mother-daughter to 
each other, and that will ultimately alter the course not just of their own lives but of the 
next generation. 
 

The Remains of the Day, Kazuo Ishiguro 
 
In 1956, Stevens, a long-serving butler at Darlington Hall, decides to take a motoring 
trip through the West Country. The six-day excursion becomes a journey into the past 
of Stevens and England, a past that takes in fascism, two world wars, and an unrealised 
love between the butler and his housekeeper. Ishiguro's dazzling novel is a sad and 
humorous love story, a meditation on the condition of modern man, and an elegy for 
England at a time of acute change.  
 
All American Boys, Brendan Kiely and Jason Reynolds 
 

That’s the sidewalk graffiti that started it all…. Well, no, actually, a lady tripping over 
Rashad at the store, making him drop a bag of chips, was what started it all. Because it 
didn’t matter what Rashad said next—that it was an accident, that he wasn’t 
stealing—the cop just kept pounding him. Over and over, pummeling him into the 
pavement. So then Rashad, an ROTC kid with mad art skills, was absent again…and 
again…stuck in a hospital room. Why? Because it looked like he was stealing. And he 
was a black kid in baggy clothes. So he must have been stealing…. 
 

Into Thin Air, Jon Krakaeur 
 
A bank of clouds was assembling on the not-so-distant horizon, but 
journalist-mountaineer Jon Krakauer, standing on the summit of Mt. Everest, saw nothing 
that "suggested that a murderous storm was bearing down." He was wrong. The storm, 
which claimed five lives and left countless more--including Krakauer's--in guilt-ridden 
disarray, would also provide the impetus for Into Thin Air, Krakauer's epic account of the 
May 1996 disaster. 
 

One Hundred Years of Solitude, Gabriel García Márquez 
 
One of the 20th century's enduring works, One Hundred Years of Solitude is a widely 
beloved and acclaimed novel known throughout the world, and the ultimate achievement 
of a Nobel Prize winning career. The novel tells the story of the rise and fall of the 



mythical town of Macondo through the history of the family. It is a rich and brilliant chronicle of life and 
death, and the tragicomedy of humankind. In the noble, ridiculous, beautiful, and tawdry story of the 
family, one sees all of humanity, just as in the history, myths, growth, and decay of Macondo, one sees all 
of Latin America. 
 
The Bluest Eye, Toni Morrison  

 
The Bluest Eye is Toni Morrison's first novel, a book heralded for its richness of 
language and boldness of vision. Set in the author's girlhood hometown of Lorain, 
Ohio, it tells the story of black, eleven-year-old Pecola Breedlove. Pecola prays for 
her eyes to turn blue so that she will be as beautiful and beloved as all the blond, 
blue-eyed children in America. In the autumn of 1941, the year the marigolds in the 
Breedloves' garden do not bloom. Pecola's life does change- in painful, devastating 
ways. What its vivid evocation of the fear and loneliness at the heart of a child's 
yearning, and the tragedy of its fulfillment. The Bluest Eye remains one of Tony 
Morrisons's most powerful, unforgettable novels- and a significant work of American 

fiction. 
 
The Amber Spy Glass, Philip Pullman 

 
Lyra and Will, the two ordinary children whose extraordinary adventures began in The 
Golden Compass and continued in The Subtle Knife, are in unspeakable danger. With 
help from the armored bear Iorek Byrnison and two tiny Gallivespian spies, they must 
journey to a gray-lit world where no living soul has ever gone. All the while, Dr. Mary 
Malone builds a magnificent amber spyglass. An assassin hunts her down. And Lord 
Asriel, with troops of shining angels, fights his mighty rebellion, a battle of strange 
allies—and shocking sacrifices. 
 

As war rages and Dust drains from the sky, the fate of the living—and the dead—finally comes to depend 
on two children and the simple truth of one simple story 
 
The Golden Compass, Philip Pullman 

 
Here lives an orphaned ward named Lyra Belacqua, whose carefree life among the 
scholars at Oxford's Jordan College is shattered by the arrival of two powerful visitors. 
First, her fearsome uncle, Lord Asriel, appears with evidence of mystery and danger in 
the far North, including photographs of a mysterious celestial phenomenon called Dust 
and the dim outline of a city suspended in the Aurora Borealis that he suspects is part of 
an alternate universe. He leaves Lyra in the care of Mrs. Coulter, an enigmatic scholar 
and explorer who offers to give Lyra the attention her uncle has long refused her. In this 
multilayered narrative, however, nothing is as it seems. Lyra sets out for the top of the 

world in search of her kidnapped playmate, Roger, bearing a rare truth-telling instrument, the 
alethiometer. All around her children are disappearing—victims of so-called "Gobblers"—and being used 



as subjects in terrible experiments that separate humans from their daemons, creatures that reflect each 
person's inner being. And somehow, both Lord Asriel and Mrs. Coulter are involved.  
 
The Subtle Knife, Philip Pullman 

 
Lost in a new world, Lyra finds Will—a boy on the run, a murderer—a worthy and 
welcome ally. For this is a world where soul-eating Specters stalk the streets and witches 
share the skies with troops of angels. Each is searching—Lyra for the meaning of Dark 
Matter, Will for his missing father—but what they find instead is a deadly secret, a knife of 
untold power. And neither Lyra nor Will suspects how tightly their lives, their loves, and 
their destinies are bound together... until they are split apart. 
 

Mama Day, Gloria Naylor 
 
Mama Day is a black story as well as a human story, which is, paradoxically, what 
makes it such an all-encompassing experience. A young black couple meet in New 
York and fall in love. Ophelia (""Cocoa'') is from Willow Island, off the coast of 
South Carolina and Georgia but part of neither state, and George is an orphan who 
was born and raised in New York. Every August, Cocoa visits her grandmother 
Abigail and great-aunt Miranda (``Mama Day'') back home. The lure of New York 
and the magic of home and Mama Day's folk medicines and mystical powers pull at 
the couple and bring about unforeseen, yet utterly believable, changes in them and 
their relationship.  

 
Snowflower and the Secret Fan, Lisa See 

 
In nineteenth-century China, in a remote Hunan county, a girl named Lily, at the tender 
age of seven, is paired with a laotong, “old same,” in an emotional match that will last a 
lifetime. The laotong, Snow Flower, introduces herself by sending Lily a silk fan on 
which she’s painted a poem in nu shu, a unique language that Chinese women created 
in order to communicate in secret, away from the influence of men. 
 
As the years pass, Lily and Snow Flower send messages on fans, compose stories on 
handkerchiefs, reaching out of isolation to share their hopes, dreams, and 
accomplishments. Together, they endure the agony of foot-binding, and reflect upon 

their arranged marriages, shared loneliness, and the joys and tragedies of motherhood. The two find 
solace, developing a bond that keeps their spirits alive. But when a misunderstanding arises, their deep 
friendship suddenly threatens to tear apart. 
 
The Red Pony, John Steinbeck  

 
Raised on a ranch in northern California, Jody is well-schooled in the hard work and 
demands of a rancher's life. He is used to the way of horses, too; but nothing has 



prepared him for the special connection he will forge with Gabilan, a hot-tempered pony his father gives 
him. With Billy Buck, the hired hand, Jody tends and trains his horse, restlessly anticipating the moment 
he will sit high upon Gabilan's saddle. But when Gabilan falls ill, Jody discovers there are still lessons he 
must learn about the ways of nature and, particularly, the ways of man. 
 
The Help, Kathryn Stockett  

 
Twenty-two-year-old Skeeter has just returned home after graduating from Ole Miss. She 
may have a degree, but it is 1962, Mississippi, and her mother will not be happy till 
Skeeter has a ring on her finger. Skeeter would normally find solace with her beloved 
maid Constantine, the woman who raised her, but Constantine has disappeared and no 
one will tell Skeeter where she has gone. In pitch-perfect voices, Kathryn Stockett creates 
three extraordinary women whose determination to start a movement of their own forever 
changes a town, and the way women--mothers, daughters, caregivers, friends--view one 
another. A deeply moving novel filled with poignancy, humor, and hope, The Help is a 

timeless and universal story about the lines we abide by, and the ones we don't. 
 
The Hate U Give, Angie Thomas 

 
"A stunning, brilliant, gut-wrenching novel that will be remembered as a classic of our 
time." - John Green 
 
Sixteen-year-old Starr lives in two worlds: the poor neighbourhood where she was born 
and raised and her posh high school in the suburbs. The uneasy balance between them is 
shattered when Starr is the only witness to the fatal shooting of her unarmed best friend, 
Khalil, by a police officer. Now what Starr says could destroy her community. It could 
also get her killed.  

 
The Last Boy and Girl in the World, Siobhan Vivian  

 
What if your town was sliding underwater and everyone was ordered to pack up and 
leave? How would you and your friends spend your last days together?  
 
While the adults plan for the future, box up their possessions, and find new places to 
live, Keeley Hewitt and her friends decide to go out with a bang. There are parties in 
abandoned houses. Canoe races down Main Street. The goal is to make the most of 
every minute they still have together. And for Keeley, that means taking one last shot at 
the boy she’s loved forever. There’s a weird sort of bravery that comes from knowing 

there’s nothing left to lose. You might do things you normally wouldn’t. Or say things you shouldn’t. The 
reward almost always outweighs the risk. 
 
 
 



 
The Age of Innocence, Edith Wharton 

 
Winner of the 1921 Pulitzer Prize, The Age of Innocence is Edith Wharton’s masterful 
portrait of desire and betrayal during the sumptuous Golden Age of Old New York, a 
time when society people “dreaded scandal more than disease.” 
 
This is Newland Archer’s world as he prepares to marry the beautiful but conventional 
May Welland. But when the mysterious Countess Ellen Olenska returns to New York 
after a disastrous marriage, Archer falls deeply in love with her. Torn between duty 
and passion, Archer struggles to make a decision that will either courageously define 
his life—or mercilessly destroy it. 

 
Another Brooklyn, Jacqueline Woodson 

 
Running into a long-ago friend sets memories from the 1970s in motion for August, 
transporting her to a time and a place where friendship was everything—until it wasn’t. 
For August and her girls, sharing confidences as they ambled through neighborhood 
streets, Brooklyn was a place where they believed that they were beautiful, talented, 
brilliant—a part of a future that belonged to them. 
 
But beneath the hopeful veneer, there was another Brooklyn, a dangerous place where 
grown men reached for innocent girls in dark hallways, where ghosts haunted the night, 

where mothers disappeared. A world where madness was just a sunset away and fathers found hope in 
religion. 
 
The Book Thief, Markus Zusak 

 
It’s just a small story really, about among other things: a girl, some words, an 
accordionist, some fanatical Germans, a Jewish fist-fighter, and quite a lot of 
thievery…. 
 
Set during World War II in Germany, Markus Zusak’s groundbreaking new novel is 
the story of Liesel Meminger, a foster girl living outside of Munich. Liesel scratches 
out a meager existence for herself by stealing when she encounters something she 
can’t resist–books. With the help of her accordion-playing foster father, she learns to 
read and shares her stolen books with her neighbors during bombing raids as well as 

with the Jewish man hidden in her basement before he is marched to Dachau. This is an unforgettable 
story about the ability of books to feed the soul. 


