
 
 

 
 
June, 2018 
 
 
Dear Members of the Classes of 2019, 2020, 2021, and 2022: 
 
Once again, the MLHS English Department faculty has assembled a list of required summer 
reading. The list is organized by course.  Find your grade and level, and be sure to get started on 
your reading early in the summer.   
 
Each reading is accompanied by a series of FOCUS questions or ideas to keep in mind as you 
read. This will help you to see some key ideas in the text that will no doubt come up during class 
discussions in September.  While we do not require written assignments connected to the summer 
reading, we strongly urge you to keep a reading journal or notes to record thoughts and 
observations as you read.  These will help you to dive more deeply into the text and help you to 
prepare for the assessments that all teachers give on the required summer reading selections during 
the first few days of the fall semester.  
 
We hope you find the titles engaging, but even if the assigned text is not your favorite, we urge 
you to press on, to consider what the book has to offer.  The selections have been chosen with 
purpose, and your thoughtful completion of the reading will give you the best opportunity for a 
smooth and successful start to the new year in September. 
 
We hope that you read much more than just the required book(s) this summer.  Read things you 
enjoy. Read things that entertain you, challenge you, stretch you, and expose you to new 
perspectives.   
 
If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me.  Have an enjoyable, restful 
summer! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Mr. Henry 
Supervisor of English and Fine Arts 
phenry@mlschools.org 
973.334.8422 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



MLHS ENGLISH DEPARTMENT: REQUIRED SUMMER READING 2018 
Each student should read carefully the book(s) identified for the class in which he or she is 
enrolled for the 2018-2019 school year.  The FOCUS for each book will help students to 
consider ideas and concepts which will serve as key points of discussion and study in 
September. We do encourage students to take notes during summer reading to aid in 
discussion and assessments that will take place upon return to school.  
 

Students entering 9th Grade English (ONE book): 
We Were Liars by E. Lockhart 

“Thrilling, beautiful, and blisteringly smart, We Were Liars is utterly unforgettable,” 
writes John Green, New York Times bestselling author. “We are Sinclairs. 
Beautiful. Privileged. Damaged. Liars. We live, at least in the summertime, on a private 
island off the coast of Massachusetts. Perhaps that is all you need to know…." The 
narrator of this modern suspense story, Cadence Sinclair, experiences a mysterious 
accident one summer that leaves her with total amnesia. But what actually happened?  
 
FOCUS: 

• Consider the moral questions raised by this novel: how are racism, inheritance, 
materialism, greed, love, friendship, and manipulation handled by the Sinclairs? Is 
the Sinclair family acting of their own free will or are they in some way moving 
through patterns established in fairy tales that existed long before them?  
 

Students entering 10th Grade College Prep (ONE book): 
The Curious Incident of a Dog in the Night-Time by Mark Haddon  

The protagonist of Mark Haddon's The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-
time reminds readers just how differently another person can experience the world. 
Haddon argues that his book is about varied perspectives. “It’s a novel whose central 
character describes himself as ‘a mathematician with some behavioral difficulties.’… 
If anything it’s a novel about difference, about being an outsider, about seeing the world in 
a surprising and revealing way. It’s as much a novel about us as it is about 
Christopher…Labels say nothing about a person. They say only how the rest of us 
categorize that person. Good literature is always about peeling labels off.”  (from 
markhaddon.com) 
 
FOCUS: 

• “We do not see things as they are. We see things as we are.”— Rabbi Shemuel ben 
Nachmani 

• How does Haddon “peel labels” from Christopher? How does he challenge readers' 
preconceptions about a person like Christopher? 

• Haddon gives Christopher's parents a voice in the text. How does the inclusion of 
their perspectives shape our opinions and experience of the story? 

• Haddon also plays with novelistic conventions. For example, the chapters are 
numbered 2, 3, 5, 7, 11..., instead of 1, 2, 3 and so on, and the book contains many 
pictures, unusual in book intended for older readers. What is Haddon trying to 
accomplish by breaking the rules of novel writing?  Identify and consider the 
significance of these moments in the text. 

 
 
 



Students entering 10th Grade Honors (ONE book): 
Never Let Me Go by Kazuo Ishiguro 

Never Let Me Go is a dystopian novel that was named the best novel of the year by Time 
magazine in 2005.  Last year, Ishiguro won the Nobel Prize for Literature.  The novel uses 
the relationships between students at a mysterious British boarding school to explore 
issues of loyalty, freedom, hope, and forgiveness.  Ultimately it raises important moral and 
ethical questions concerning what it means to be human and truly alive. 
 
FOCUS:  

• How is the concept of memory important in the novel and how does this relate to 
the title of the book.  

• What questions and ideas are raised by the novel concerning what it means to be 
human? What kind of moral and emotional responses does the novel provoke? If 
you extend the scope of the book's critique, what are its implications for our own 
society? 

• In an interview with January Magazine, Ishiguro said that he is not interested in 
realism. In spite of the novel's fictitious premise, however, how "realistically" 
does Never Let Me Go reflect the world we live in, where scientific advancement 
can be seemingly irresistible? 
 

Students entering 11th Grade College Prep (ONE book): 
Catcher in the Rye by J. D. Salinger 

Holden Caulfield is a 16 year old character who tries to navigate his life in a "phony" 
world.  Salinger tells Holden's story in a series of episodes he experiences after getting 
expelled from a posh private school (again!), and his recollection of each event over three 
days in December 1949.  
 
FOCUS:  

• Holden perceives himself in opposition to his environment. How is he affected by 
this environment and how does he cope?  How does his age affect his perception of 
his environment and impact his ability to contend with world around him? 

 
Students entering 11th Grade PXL College Prep (ONE book): 

Into the Wild by John Krakauer 
In April of 1992, a young man from a well-to-do family hitchhiked to Alaska and walked 
alone into the wilderness north of Mr. McKinley.  His name was Christopher Johnson 
McCandless.  He had given $25,000 in savings to charity, abandoned his car and most of 
his possessions, burned all the cash in his wallet, and invented a new life for himself. Four 
months later, his body was discovered by a hunter.  Why did he do it? What did he find in 
the wild? Why did he die? 
 
FOCUS:  

• Does the sense of adventure depicted in this story appeal to you?  
• What things drove the main character to take his journey? 
• How does the main character’s physical journey (across America and “into the 

wild” correspond with his personal, emotional, psychological  journey? 
• What does this main character discover about himself and the world around him?  

What does this story suggest about the relationship between the individual and 
society? 

 



Students entering 11th Grade Honors: American Studies (CHOOSE ONE 
…but feel free to read both!): 

Spare Parts: Four Undocumented Teenagers, One Ugly Robot, and the Battle for the 
American Dream by Joshua Davis 

OR The Other Wes Moore: One Name, Two Fates by Wes Moore 
 
Spare Parts by Joshua Davis 
In 2004, four Latino teenagers from Carl Hayden Community High School in Phoenix, 
Arizona, arrived at the University of California, Santa Barbara, to participate in the 
Marine Advanced Technology Education Robotics Competition. The account of their 
journey is a testament to the power of imagination and creativity as well as an exploration 
of the boundaries of the pursuit of the American Dream. 
 
The Other Wes Moore by Wes Moore 
Two kids named Wes Moore were born blocks apart within a year of each other. Both 
grew up fatherless in similar Baltimore neighborhoods and had difficult childhoods; both 
hung out on street corners; both ran into trouble with the police. How, then, did one grow 
up to be a Rhodes Scholar, decorated veteran, White House Fellow, and business leader, 
while the other ended up a convicted murderer serving a life sentence? Wes Moore, the 
author of this fascinating book, sets out to answer this profound question. 
 
FOCUS for BOTH: 

• We often hear about “The American Dream” as an ideal of universal opportunity. 
Consider what these stories have to say about this. What is the American Dream as 
depicted in the book you chose?  How is it achieved? What barriers stand in the 
way of achieving it? What assistance is needed to grasp it? 

• Consider what the book you chose has to say about identity, the role of fate and 
choice, the impact of education, and the role of mentors and guides in the lives of 
youth. 

 
Students entering AP English Language and Composition (TWO books): 

The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini  
AND The Devil in the White City by Erik Larson 

 
The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini 
The unforgettable, heartbreaking story of the unlikely friendship between a wealthy boy 
and the son of his father’s servant, caught in the tragic sweep of history, the Kite Runner 
transports readers to Afghanistan at a tense and crucial moment of change and destruction.  
A powerful story of friendship, it is also about the power of reading, the price of betrayal, 
and the possibility of redemption; and an exploration of the power of fathers over sons—
their love, their sacrifices, their lies. (from amazon.com) 
 
FOCUS: 

Consider the following concepts as you read:  
• Betrayal and redemption 
• Friendship, specifically focusing on the relationship between Amir and Hassan 
• The changing political circumstances in Afghanistan and their impact 

 
 
 



The Devil in the White City by Erik Larson 
Erik Larson intertwines the true tale of the 1893 World's Fair and the cunning serial killer 
who used the fair to lure his victims to their death. Combining meticulous research with 
nail-biting storytelling, Erik Larson has crafted a narrative with all the wonder of newly 
discovered history and the thrills of the best fiction. (from Amazon.com) 
 
FOCUS:  
      Consider the following concepts as you read: 

• The Contrast between the Black City and the White City 
• Burnham and Holmes as literary foils 
• Structural Elements: How is the narrative formed? How does the narrative 

structure affect the mood of the work?  
• Thematic study related to Good vs. Evil; Man vs. Nature; Sanity vs. Insanity 

 
Students entering English 12 College Prep OR PXL English 12 (CHOOSE ONE): 

A Long Way Gone by Ishmael Beah  OR I Am Malala by Malala Yousafzai  
 

A Long Way Gone by Ishmael Beah   
A memoir of a boy soldier caught in the horrors of conflict in Sierra Leone, A Long Way 
Gone depicts the terrible violence of his experiences, but also the circumstances that led to 
his rescue and ultimate healing.  There are scenes of violence, and this is a gritty read, but 
knowing the rest of Ishmael’s story gives hope for healing. Beah, now 37, is a UNICEF 
Advocate for Children Affected by War and a human rights activist. 
 
I Am Malala by Malala Yousafzai and Christina Lamb 
A memoir by the youngest winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, I am Malala is the story of a 
family uprooted by global terrorism, and in particular of a girl’s strength under pressure. 
When the Taliban took control of the Swat Valley in Pakistan, Malala refused to be 
silenced and fought for her right to an education. Malala is now a human rights activist 
and an advocate for education for women and children in her native Pakistan. 
   
FOCUS for either book: 

• Both Malala and Ishmael experience hardship and they are caught up in 
environments of violence and conflict.  How do the experiences shape them as 
children? How are they able to overcome their circumstances and ultimately 
become powerful voices of hope, forgiveness, and change? 

 
• We've just experienced a year in which students across the country have used their 

voices to shape our national discussion about multiple issues. Students are 
realizing that through their actions and words they can make a difference. How 
does Ishmael’s story or Malala's story connect to our current climate of activism 
and underscore the importance of telling a story that can change the world? 

 
Students Entering English 12 Honors: Humanities (THREE texts; TWO 
Required and ONE Choice:  

Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime Walk by Benjamin Fountain  
AND “On the Shortness of Life”  by Seneca (Essay available at the URL below) 
https://archive.org/details/SenecaOnTheShortnessOfLife 
AND also a CHOICE of EITHER : 
Paper Towns by John Greene OR Simon vs The Homo Sapiens Agenda by Beth Albertelli 



 
Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime Walk by Benjamin Fountain 
Fox News catches on tape a three minute and forty-five second firefight between Bravo 
Company and Iraqi insurgents. When the tape goes public, Bravo Company’s eight 
members are heralded as American heroes. As a result, they appear during halftime of a 
Dallas Cowboy’s football game, complete with spectacle and celebrity appearances. But, 
19-year old Army Specialist William Lynn, begins to see beyond the flashing lights and 
warm greetings. Lynn soon realizes the discrepancy between perception and reality and 
truth and sensationalism, which causes him to confront tough questions about himself, his 
country, his brother-in arms, and humanity in general.  
 
FOCUS: 

• How does the work handle such ideas as betrayal, imagination versus reality, and 
the co-existence of good and evil?  

• What is this book satirizing? By definition, satires are humorous, even absurd. Are 
there sections in …Halftime Walk you find particularly funny? Are there parts that 
anger or sadden you? Is the book truly a satirical novel or do you find it to be 
something different, possibly more reminiscent of another genre (Hint: Fountain 
did not intend his work to be a satire.)  

• What is the significance of the book's title?  
 
“On the Shortness of Life”  by Seneca  
(https://archive.org/details/SenecaOnTheShortnessOfLife) 
Lucius Annaeus Seneca (4BC – 65BC) was one of the founding fathers of the Stoic 
Philosophy. Stoicism preaches how to achieve balance in the face of adversity by stressing 
that one cannot worry about what is out of one’s control or worry about what is in one’s 
control. Stoicism teaches one how to achieve this balance and mental clarity by motivating 
one to act in his or her best interest, now not later, to avoid falling prey to preconceived 
notions, and to establish an authentic self.  
 
FOCUS: 

• What does Seneca mean when he states, “The greatest obstacle to living is 
expectancy, which hangs upon tomorrow and loses today” (Seneca 13) 

• Does Billy Lynne become a Stoic? Consider how he avoids pretense and 
materialism and begins to discern the difference between the language of literature 
(the truth) and the language of advertising (manipulation). 

• Would you consider yourself a Stoic? Do you “fritter away time” by allowing 
anxiety and “expectancy” to rule your days or do you shun judgment and take 
advantage of each day?  

 
Paper Towns by John Greene  
Teenager Quentin Jacobsen has spent a lifetime loving the magnificently adventurous 
Margo Roth Spiegelman from afar. So, when she cracks open a window and climbs back 
into his life–dressed like a ninja and summoning him for an ingenious campaign of 
revenge–he follows. After their all-nighter ends and a new day dawns, Q arrives at school 
to discover that Margo, always an enigma, has now become a mystery. But Q soon learns 
that there are clues–and they’re for him. Urged down a disconnected path, the closer he 
gets, the less Q sees of the girl he thought he knew. (JohnGreene.com) 
 
 
 



FOCUS: 
• This novel is more than a compelling mystery, more than a romance, and more 

than the “dreamed about” senior road trip. How does the work explore the 
interconnectedness of imagination and perception, mirrors and windows, and 
illusion versus reality? What is the work’s central metaphor? How does Walt 
Whitman’s poem “Leaves of Grass” frame the narrative?  

• How does the central character’s outlook on life come to compare to that of Billy 
Lynne? Would you “dare greatly” and pursue a love or a romance on a whim? 

 
Simon vs The Homo Sapiens Agenda by Beth Albertelli 
Sixteen-year-old and not-so-openly gay Simon Spier prefers to save his drama for the 
school musical. But when an email falls into the wrong hands, his secret is at risk. Simon’s 
junior year has suddenly gotten complicated.  Now change-averse Simon has to find a way 
to step out of his comfort zone before he’s pushed out-without alienating his friends, 
compromising himself, or fumbling a shot at happiness. (barnesandnoble.com) 
 
FOCUS: 

• This work is more than a compelling mystery and more than a romance; it is a 
statement about the value of self-acceptance and the value of seeing others through 
a lens that blurs surface distinctions and focuses on the joys, triumphs, tribulations, 
and insecurities shared by all humans. Do you consider yourself accepting of 
others or do you currently see the world through a narrow lens?  

• The work stresses that our society is rooted in a “default system.” There are certain 
norms that are not to be challenged. The book implies that everyone should have to 
go through the uncomfortable endeavor that is "coming out.” Do you agree? 
Would this benefit us, the whole of mankind?  

• Does Simon find “balance in the face of adversity”? Would you consider him a 
Stoic? Despite different cultural contexts, do Billy Lynne and Simon break free of 
society’s defaults? How do you face adversity? 

 
Students entering AP Literature and Composition (THREE books): 

Invisible Man  by Ralph Ellison 
Oedipus by Sophocles (Bernard Knox translation) 
Twelfth Night by William Shakespeare 

 
Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison 
One of the greatest American novels, Invisible Man remains just as relevant as it was 
when it was published in 1952 when it won the National Book Award. "I am an invisible 
man," the narrator says. "When they approach me they see only my surroundings, 
themselves, or figments of their imagination--indeed, everything and anything except me." 
This is one of the most important books you will ever read. 
 
FOCUS  

• More than sixty-five years after it was first published, Invisible Man is still one of 
the most widely read and widely taught books in the American literary canon. Why 
do you think this is so? Consider the book’s relevance in relation to the issues 
faced by American society today. 

• What does this work have to say about the control exercised over one’s own 
destiny? Are all people free to choose their own destinies? To what extent? Under 
what circumstances are destinies determined by forces beyond our control?  



• How does this work explore the concept of identity and self-perception? What 
happens when our chosen image of ourselves is kept from us? 

 
 
Oedipus by Sophocles (Bernard Knox translation) 
The famed Athenian tragedy in which Oedipus’s own faults contribute to his tragic 
downfall. A great masterpiece on which Aristotle based his aesthetic theory of drama in 
the Poetics and from which Freud derived the Oedipus complex, King Oedipus puts out a 
sentence on the unknown murderer of his father Laius. By a gradual unfolding of 
incidents, Oedipus learns …(amazon.com) 
 
FOCUS (note the similarity between these FOCUS points and those for Invisible Man.) 

• What control do we have over our own fates, the courses of our lives? Are we free 
to choose our destinies or are those chosen for us by forces beyond our control?  

• How does this work explore the concept of identity and self-perception?  What do 
we really know about who we are?  How do we come to know ourselves? What 
happens when our chosen image of ourselves is torn away? 

 
Twelfth Night by William Shakespeare 
Critically acclaimed as one of Shakespeare's most complex and intriguing plays, Twelfth 
Night is a classic romantic comedy of mistaken identities, and also an interesting 
consideration of traditional social roles and gender expectations.  As with all of 
Shakespeare’s comedies, radical cultural shift and social unrest is just beneath the surface 
laughter. (from amazon.com) 
 
FOCUS:  

• Note the gender roles, allusions, and the concept of appearance versus reality. 
• How does Shakespeare play with social and cultural boundaries? 


