
VCS Summer Reading Recommendations for 9
th

-12
th

 Graders 

**Students should read three books total: two books from this list and 

the Common Text** 

New! Prize Winning Books for the summer (recommended for high school 

students) 

Pulitzer Prize for Literature 2016 

The Sympathizer by Viet Thanh Nguyen  

A startling debut novel from a powerful new voice featuring one of the most remarkable 

narrators of recent fiction: a conflicted subversive and idealist working as a double agent 

in the aftermath of the Vietnam War.

The Man Booker International Prize 2016 short list 

The Story of the Lost Child by Elena Ferrante 

Leda is a middle-aged, divorced mother devoted to her work as an English professor. 

After the departure of her grown-up daughters, she takes a holiday on the Italian coast. 

But after a few days things become unsettling; on the beach she encounters a family 

whose brash behavior proves menacing. 



A Strangeness in My Mind by Orhan Pamuk

From the Nobel Prize winner and best-selling author of Snow and My Name Is Red: a 

soaring, panoramic new novel—his first since The Museum of Innocence—telling the 

unforgettable tale of an Istanbul street vendor and the love of his life. 

A Whole Life by Robert Seethaler 

Like John Williams' Stoner or Denis Johnson's Train Dreams, A Whole Life by Robert 

Seethaler is a tender book about finding dignity and beauty in solitude. An exquisite 

novel about a simple life, it has already demonstrated its power to move thousands of 

readers with a message of solace and truth. It looks at the moments, big and small, that 

make us what we are. 



National Book Award Winners 2015

Challenger Deep by Neal Shusterman 

A captivating novel about mental illness that lingers long beyond the last 

page, Challenger Deep is a heartfelt tour de force by New York Times bestselling author 

Neal Shusterman. Caden Bosch is on a ship that's headed for the deepest point on Earth: 

Challenger Deep, the southern part of the Marianas Trench. Challenger Deep is a deeply 

powerful and personal novel from one of today's most admired writers for teens.  

Voyage of the Sable Genius  (poetry) by Robin Coste Lewis 

Robin Coste Lewis's Voyage of the Sable Venus is a meditation on the cultural depiction 

of the black female figure.  Juxtaposing autobiography with art-historical constructs of 

racial identity, she defines and creates self. In poems that consider the boundaries of 

beauty and terror, Coste Lewis intimately involves us with all that has formed her. The 

aesthetic and psychological complexity of this work is underscored by its clarity.  This 

voice is essential to our present moment. 



Fortune	Smiles		(six	short	stories)	by	Adam	Johnson

Winner of the Pulitzer Prize for his acclaimed novel about North Korea, The Orphan 

Master’s Son, Adam Johnson is one of America’s most provocative and powerful 

authors. Critics have compared him to Kurt Vonnegut, David Mitchell, and George 

Saunders, but Johnson’s new book will only further his reputation as one of our most 

original writers. Subtly surreal, darkly comic, both hilarious and heartbreaking, Fortune 

Smiles is a major collection of stories that gives voice to the perspectives we don’t often 

hear, while offering something rare in fiction: a new way of looking at the world. 

The following books are recommended fiction: 

The House of Spirits by Isabel Allende 
The story details the life of the Trueba family, spanning four generations, and tracing the post-

colonial social and political upheavals of Chile – though the country's name, and the names of 

figures closely paralleling historical ones, such as "the President" or "the Poet," are never 

explicitly given. The story is told mainly from the perspective of two protagonists (Esteban and 

Alba) and incorporates elements of magical realism. 

I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings by Maya Angelou 
Sent by their mother to live with their devout, self-sufficient grandmother in a small Southern 

town, Maya and her brother, Bailey, endure the ache of abandonment and the prejudice of the 

local "powhitetrash." At eight years old and back at her mother's side in St. Louis, Maya is 

attacked by a man many times her age-and has to live with the consequences for a lifetime. 

Foundation by Isaac Asimov 
For twelve thousand years the Galactic Empire has ruled supreme. Now it is dying. But only Hari 

Sheldon, creator of the revolutionary science of psychohistory, can see into the future--to a dark 

age of ignorance, barbarism, and warfare that will last thirty thousand years. To preserve 



knowledge and save mankind, Seldon gathers the best minds in the Empire--both scientists and 

scholars--and brings them to a bleak planet at the edge of the Galaxy to serve as a beacon of hope 

for a future generation. He calls his sanctuary the Foundation.

Emma by Jane Austen 
This is a novel about youthful hubris and the perils of misconstrued romance. The novel was first 

published in December 1815. As in her other novels, Austen explores the concerns and 

difficulties of genteel women living in England; she also creates a lively comedy of manners 

characters. 

Wuthering Heights by Emily Bronte 
Wuthering Heights is the name of the farmhouse on the North York Moors where the story 

unfolds. The book's core theme is the destructive effect that jealousy and vengefulness have, both 

on the jealous or vengeful individuals and on their communities.  It was considered controversial 

because its depiction of mental and physical cruelty was unusually stark, and it challenged strict 

Victorian ideals of the day, including religious hypocrisy, morality, social classes and gender 

inequality. 

Breakfast at Tiffany’s by Truman Capote  

The unnamed narrator becomes friends with Holly Golightly, who calls him "Fred.”The 

two are both tenants in an apartment in Manhattan. Holly is a country girl turned New 

York girl. As such, she has no job and lives by socializing with wealthy men, who take 

her to clubs and restaurants, and give her money and expensive presents; she hopes to 

marry one of them. 

A Tale of Two Cities by Charles Dickens
The novel depicts the plight of the French peasantry demoralized by the French aristocracy in the 

years leading up to the revolution, the corresponding brutality demonstrated by the 

revolutionaries toward the former aristocrats, and many unflattering social parallels with life in 

London during the same time period. With well over 200 million copies sold, it ranks among the 

most famous works in the history of literary fiction. 

The Alchemist by Paulo Coelho 

Paulo Coelho's masterpiece tells the magical story of Santiago, an Andalusian shepherd boy who 

yearns to travel in search of a worldly treasure as extravagant as any ever found. The story of the 



treasures Santiago finds along the way teaches us, as only a few stories can, about the essential 

wisdom of listening to our hearts, learning to read the omens strewn along life's path, and, above 

all, following our dreams.

The Fractal Murders by Mark Cohen 

Now in paperback--the lively first novel featuring former Marine JAG and private eye Pepper 

Keane. When math professor Jayne Smyers discovers that three murder victims with apparently 

unrelated cases were each an expert in fractal geometry, she hires Pepper to find the killer. 

All the Light We Cannot See by Anthony Doerr 

From the highly acclaimed, multiple award-winning Anthony Doerr, the beautiful, stunningly 

ambitious instant New York Times bestseller about a blind French girl and a German boy whose 

paths collide in occupied France as both try to survive the devastation of World War II. Doerr’s 

stunning sense of physical detail and gorgeous metaphors are dazzling. Deftly interweaving the 

lives of Marie-Laure and Werner, he illuminates the ways, against all odds, people try to be good 

to one another.  

The Count of Monte Cristo by Alexander Dumas 
This novel takes place in France, Italy, and islands in the Mediterranean, during the historical 

events of 1815–1838. The historical setting is a fundamental element of the adventure story, 

primarily concerned with themes of hope, justice, vengeance, mercy and forgiveness, it focuses 

on a man who is wrongfully imprisoned, escapes from jail, acquires a fortune and sets about 

getting revenge on those responsible for his imprisonment. 

The Circle by Dave Eggers 
When Mae Holland is hired to work for the Circle, the world’s most powerful internet company, 

she feels she’s been given the opportunity of a lifetime. The Circle, run out of a sprawling 

California campus, links users’ personal emails, social media, banking, and purchasing with their 

universal operating system, resulting in one online identity and a new age of civility and 

transparency. As Mae tours the open-plan office spaces, the towering glass dining facilities, the 

cozy dorms for those who spend nights at work, she is thrilled with the company’s modernity and 

activity. What begins as the captivating story of one woman’s ambition and idealism soon 

becomes a heart-racing novel of suspense, raising questions about memory, history, privacy, 

democracy, and the limits of human knowledge. 

What Is the What by Dave Eggers 
This epic novel is based on the life of Valentino Achak Deng who, along with thousands of other 

children —the so-called Lost Boys—was forced to leave his village in Sudan at the age of seven 

and trek hundreds of miles by foot, pursued by militias, government bombers, and wild animals, 

crossing the deserts of three countries to find freedom. When he finally is resettled in the United 

States, he finds a life full of promise, but also heartache and myriad new challenges. Moving, 

suspenseful, and unexpectedly funny, What Is the What is an astonishing novel that illuminates 

the lives of millions through one extraordinary man. 



Water for Elephants by Sara Gruen 
Though he may not speak of them, the memories still dwell inside Jacob Jankowski's ninety-

something-year-old mind. Memories of himself as a young man, tossed by fate onto a rickety 

train that was home to the Benzini Brothers Most Spectacular Show on Earth. Memories of a 

world filled with freaks and clowns, with wonder and pain and anger and passion; a world with its 

own narrow, irrational rules, its own way of life, and its own way of death. The world of the 

circus: to Jacob it was both salvation and a living hell. 

Catch -22 by Joseph Heller 

Set during WWII from 1942 to 1944, the novel looks into the experiences of Captain 

John Yossarian, a B-25 bombardier, and the other airmen in the camp. It focuses on their 

attempts to keep their sanity in order to fulfill their service requirements so that they may 

return home. It is frequently cited as one of the greatest literary works of the twentieth 

century. 

Loving Frank by Nancy Horan 
I have been standing on the side of life, watching it float by. I want to swim in the river. I want to 

feel the current. So writes Mamah Borthwick Cheney in her diary as she struggles to justify her 

clandestine love affair with Frank Lloyd Wright. Four years earlier, in 1903, Mamah and her 

husband, Edwin, had commissioned the renowned architect to design a new home for them. 

During the construction of the house, a powerful attraction developed between Mamah and Frank, 

and in time the lovers, each married with children, embarked on a course that would shock 

Chicago society and forever change their lives. In this groundbreaking historical novel, fact and 

fiction blend together brilliantly.  

Brave New World by Aldous Huxley 
Set in London of AD 2540, the novel anticipates developments in reproductive technology, sleep-

learning, psychological manipulation, and classical conditioning that combine to profoundly 

change society. Huxley answered this book with a reassessment in an essay, Brave New World 

Revisited (1958), and with Island (1962), his final novel.

The Remains of the Day by Kazuo Ishiguro 
This is a profoundly compelling portrait of the perfect English butler and of his fading, insular 

world postwar England. At the end of his three decades of service at Darlington Hall, Stevens 

embarks on a country drive, during which he looks back over his career to reassure himself that 

he has served humanity by serving “a great gentleman.” But lurking in his memory are doubts 

about the true nature of Lord Darlington’s “greatness” and graver doubts about his own faith in 

the man he served.  



Flight Behavior by Barbara Kingsolver 
Flight Behavior is a brilliant and suspenseful novel set in present day Appalachia; a breathtaking 

parable of catastrophe and denial that explores how the complexities we inevitably encounter in 

life lead us to believe in our particular chosen truths. Kingsolver's riveting story concerns a young 

wife and mother on a failing farm in rural Tennessee who experiences something she cannot 

explain, and how her discovery energizes various competing factions—religious leaders, climate 

scientists, environmentalists, politicians—trapping her in the center of the conflict and ultimately 

opening up her world. Flight Behavior is arguably Kingsolver's must thrilling and accessible 

novel to date, and like so many other of her acclaimed works, represents contemporary American 

fiction at its finest. 

Orphan Train by Christina Baker Kline 

Penobscot Indian Molly Ayer is close to “aging out” out of the foster care system. A community 

service position helping an elderly woman clean out her home is the only thing keeping Molly out 

of juvie and worse. As she helps Vivian sort through her possessions and memories, Molly learns 

that she and Vivian aren’t as different as they seem to be. A young Irish immigrant orphaned in 

New York City, Vivian was put on a train to the Midwest with hundreds of other children whose 

destinies would be determined by luck and chance. 

I Know This Much Is True by Wally Lamb 
On the afternoon of October 12, 1990, my twin brother, Thomas, entered the Three Rivers, 

Connecticut, public library, retreated to one of the rear study carrels, and prayed to God the 

sacrifice he was about to commit would be deemed acceptable. . . .One of the most acclaimed 

novels of our time, Wally Lamb's I Know This Much Is True is a story of alienation and 

connection, devastation and renewal, at once joyous, heartbreaking, poignant, mystical, and 

powerfully, profoundly human.  

Kinder than Solitude by Yiyun Li 
A profound mystery is at the heart of this magnificent new novel by Yiyun Li, “one of America’s 

best young novelists” (Newsweek) and the celebrated author of The Vagrants, winner of the 

Hemingway Foundation/PEN Award. Moving back and forth in time, between America today and 

China in the 1990s, Kinder Than Solitude is the story of three people whose lives are changed by 

a murder one of them may have committed. As one of the three observes, “Even the most 

innocent person, when cornered, is capable of a heartless crime.” 

Preparation for the Next Life by Atticus Lish 
Zou Lei, orphan of the desert, migrates to work in America and finds herself slaving in New 

York's kitchens. She falls in love with a young man whose heart has been broken in another 

desert. A new life may be possible if together they can survive homelessness, lockup, and the 

young man's nightmares, which may be more prophecy than madness. 

The Life of Pi by Yann Martel

This is a Canadian Fantasy adventure novel published in 2001. The protagonist, Piscine Molitor 

"Pi" Patel, an Indian boy from Pondicherry, explores issues of spirituality and practicality from an 

early age. He survives 227 days after a shipwreck while stranded on a lifeboat in the Pacific 

Ocean with a Bengal tiger named Richard Parker. 



The Night Circus by Erin Morgenstern 

The circus arrives without warning. No announcements precede it. It is simply there, 

when yesterday it was not. Within the black-and-white striped canvas tents is an utterly 

unique experience full of breathtaking amazements. Behind the scenes, a fierce 

competition is underway: a duel between two magicians, Celia and Marco, who have 

been trained since childhood expressly for this purpose by their mercurial instructors. 

Unbeknownst to them both, this is a game in which only one can be left standing. 

Sula by Toni Morrison 
Two girls grow up to become women. Two friends become something worse than enemies. In 

this brilliantly imagined novel, Toni Morrison tells the story of Nel Wright and Sula Peace, who 

meet as children in the small town of Medallion, Ohio. Their devotion is fierce enough to 

withstand bullies and the burden of a dreadful secret. It endures even after Nel has grown up to be 

a pillar of the black community and Sula has become a pariah. But their friendship ends in an 

unforgivable betrayal—or does it end? 

Station Eleven by Emily St. John Mandel 
An audacious, darkly glittering novel set in the eerie days of civilization’s collapse, Station 

Eleven tells the spellbinding story of a Hollywood star, his would-be savior, and a nomadic group 

of actors roaming the scattered outposts of the Great Lakes region, risking everything for art and 

humanity.  

The Anubis Gates by Tim Powers 

Brendan Doyle, a specialist in the work of the early-nineteenth century poet William Ashbless, 

reluctantly accepts an invitation from a millionaire to act as a guide to time-travelling tourists. 

But while attending a lecture given by Samuel Taylor Coleridge in 1810, he becomes marooned 

in Regency London, where dark and dangerous forces know about the gates in time. 

Catcher in the Rye by J. D. Salinger 
Through circumstances that tend to preclude adult, secondhand description, Holden Caulfield 

leaves his prep school in Pennsylvania and goes underground in New York City for three days. 

The boy is at once too simple and too complex for us to make any comment about him or his 

story. Perhaps the safest thing we can say about Holden is that he was born in the world not just 

strongly attracted to beauty but, almost, hopelessly impaled on it. The pleasure he gives away, or 

sets aside, with all his heart is there for the reader who can handle it to keep. 

King Lear by William Shakespeare 



The titular character descends into madness after disposing of his estate between two of his three 

daughters based on their flattery, bringing tragic consequences for all. The play is based on the 

legend of Leir of Britain, a mythological pre-Roman, Celtic king. 

Mr. Penumbra’s 24 Hour Bookstore by Robin Sloan 
The Great Recession has shuffled Clay Jannon away from life as a San Francisco web-design 

drone and into the aisles of Mr. Penumbra's 24-Hour Bookstore. But after a few days on the job, 

Clay discovers that the store is more curious than either its name or its gnomic owner might 

suggest. The customers are few, and they never seem to buy anything--instead, they "check out" 

large, obscure volumes from strange corners of the store. Suspicious, Clay engineers an analysis 

of the clientele's behavior, seeking help from his variously talented friends. But when they bring 

their findings to Mr. Penumbra, they discover the bookstore's secrets extend far beyond its walls. 

Rendered with irresistible brio and dazzling intelligence, Robin Sloan's Mr. Penumbra's 24-Hour 

Bookstore is exactly what it sounds like: an establishment you have to enter and will never want 

to leave. 

The Art of Racing in the Rain by Garth Stein 

A heart-wrenching but deeply funny and ultimately uplifting story of family, love, 

loyalty, and hope--a captivating look at the wonders and absurdities of human life . . . 

as only a dog could tell it.

Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck 

This novel follows two migrant field workers in California on their plantation during the 

Great Depression—George Milton, an intelligent but uneducated man, and Lennie Small, 

a man of large stature and great strength but limited mental abilities—are on their way to 

another part of California in Soledad. They hope to one day attain their shared dream of 

settling down on their own piece of land. 

A Certain Ambiguity: A Mathematical Novel by Gaurav Suri and Hartosh Singh Bal  
While taking a class on infinity at Stanford in the late 1980s, Ravi Kapoor discovers that he is 

confronting the same mathematical and philosophical dilemmas that his mathematician 

grandfather had faced many decades earlier--and that had landed him in jail. Charged under an 

obscure blasphemy law in a small New Jersey town in 1919, Vijay Sahni is challenged by a 

skeptical judge to defend his belief that the certainty of mathematics can be extended to all human 

knowledge--including religion. Together, the two men discover the power--and the fallibility--of 

what has long been considered the pinnacle of human certainty, Euclidean geometry. 

The Joy Luck Club by Amy Tan 
This novel focuses on four Chinese American immigrant families in San Francisco who start a 

club known as The Joy Luck Club, playing the Chinese game of mahjong for money while 

feasting on a variety of foods. The book is structured somewhat like a mahjong game, with four 

parts divided into four sections to create sixteen chapters. The three mothers and four daughters 

share stories about their lives in the form of vignettes. Each part is preceded by a parable relating 

to the game. 



Anna Karenina by Leo Tolstoy 
This is the tragic story of a married aristocrat/socialite and her affair with the affluent Count 

Vronsky. The story starts when she arrives in the midst of a family broken up by her brother's 

unbridled womanizing — something that prefigures her own later situation, though she would 

experience less tolerance by others. 

Mother Night by Kurt Vonnegut 
Mother Night is a daring challenge to our moral sense. American Howard W. Campbell, Jr., a spy 
during World War II, is now on trial in Israel as a Nazi war criminal. But is he really guilty? In 

this brilliant book rife with true gallows humor, Vonnegut turns black and white into a chilling 

shade of gray with a verdict that will haunt us all. 

Cutting for Stone by Abraham Verghese 
Marion and Shiva Stone are twin brothers born of a secret union between a beautiful Indian nun 

and a brash British surgeon. Orphaned by their mother’s death and their father’s disappearance, 

bound together by a preternatural connection and a shared fascination with medicine, the twins 

come of age as Ethiopia hovers on the brink of revolution. Moving from Addis Ababa to New 

York City and back again, Cutting for Stone is an unforgettable story of love and betrayal, 

medicine and ordinary miracles--and two brothers whose fates are forever intertwined.

Slaughterhouse Five by Kurt Vonnegut 
This is a satirical novel about World War II experiences and journeys through time of a soldier 

named Billy Pilgrim.  It is one of the world's great anti-war books. Centering on the infamous 
fire-bombing of Dresden, Billy Pilgrim's odyssey through time reflects the mythic journey of our 

own fractured lives as we search for meaning in what we are afraid to know. 

The Color Purple by Alice Walker 
Taking place in rural Georgia, the story focuses on the life of women of color in the southern 

United States in the 1930s, addressing numerous issues including their exceedingly low position 

in American social culture. The novel has been the frequent target of censors and appears on the 

American Library Association list of the 100 Most Frequently Challenged Books of 2000-2009 at 

number seventeen because of the sometimes explicit content, particularly in terms of violence. 

Ethan Frome by Edith Wharton 

This novel is set in a fictional New England town named Starkfield, where an unnamed 

narrator tells the story of his encounter with Ethan Frome, a man with dreams and desires 

that end in an ironic turn of events. The narrator tells the story based on an account from 

observations at Frome's house when he had to stay there during a winter storm. 



Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Woolf 

In Mrs. Dalloway, the novel on which the movie The Hours was based, Virginia Woolf details 

Clarissa Dalloway’s preparations for a party of which she is to be hostess, exploring the hidden 

springs of thought and action in one day of a woman’s life. The novel "contains some of the most 

beautiful, complex, incisive and idiosyncratic sentences ever written in English, and that alone 

would be reason enough to read it. It is one of the most moving, revolutionary artworks of the 

twentieth century" (Michael Cunningham).                                                                                     

To the Lighthouse by Virginia Woolf 

Following and extending the tradition of modernist novelists like Marcel Proust and 

James Joyce, the plot of To the Lighthouse is secondary to its philosophical introspection. 

The novel includes little dialogue and almost no action; most of it is written as thoughts 

and observations. The novel recalls childhood emotions and highlights adult 

relationships. Among the book's many tropes and themes are those of loss, subjectivity, 

and the problem of perception. 

Native Son by Richard Wright 

The novel tells the story of 20-year-old Bigger Thomas, a black American youth living in 

utter poverty. Bigger lived in a poor area on Chicago's South Side in the 1930s.While not 

apologizing for Bigger's crimes, Wright portrays a systemic inevitability behind them. 

Bigger's lawyer makes the case that there is no escape from this destiny for his client or 

any other black American, since they are the necessary product of the society that formed 

them and told them since birth who exactly they were supposed to be. 

The following books are recommended non-fiction: 

How to Fly a Horse: The Secret History of Creation, Invention, and Discovery by 

Kevin Ashton 
As a technology pioneer at MIT and as the leader of three successful start-ups, Kevin Ashton 

experienced firsthand the all-consuming challenge of creating something new. Now, in a tour-de-

force narrative twenty years in the making, Ashton leads us on a journey through humanity’s 

greatest creations to uncover the surprising truth behind who creates and how they do it. From the 

crystallographer’s laboratory where the secrets of DNA were first revealed by a long forgotten 

woman, to the electromagnetic chamber where the stealth bomber was born on a twenty-five-cent 

bet, to the Ohio bicycle shop where the Wright brothers set out to “fly a horse,” Ashton 

showcases the seemingly unremarkable individuals, gradual steps, multiple failures, and countless 

ordinary and usually uncredited acts that lead to our most astounding breakthroughs. 

The Boys in the Boat: Nine Americans and Their Epic Quest for Gold at the 1936 

Berlin Olympics by Daniel James Brown

For readers of Unbroken, out of the depths of the Depression comes an irresistible story 

about beating the odds and finding hope in the most desperate of times—the improbable, 



intimate account of how nine working-class boys from the American West showed the 

world at the 1936 Olympics in Berlin what true grit really meant. 

The Glass Cage: Automation and Us by Nicholas Carr 

In The Glass Cage, bestselling author Nicholas Carr digs behind the headlines about factory 

robots and self-driving cars, wearable computers and digitized medicine, as he explores the 

hidden costs of granting software dominion over our work and our leisure. Even as they bring 

ease to our lives, these programs are stealing something essential from us. Drawing on 
psychological and neurological studies that underscore how tightly people’s happiness and 

satisfaction are tied to performing hard work in the real world, Carr reveals something we 

already suspect: shifting our attention to computer screens can leave us disengaged and 

discontented. 

The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing to our Brain by Nicholas Carr 

The Shallows: How the Internet Is Changing the Way We Think, Read and Remember, 

is a 2010 book by American journalist Nicholas Carr.  The book expands on the themes 

first raised in Is Google Making Us Stupid?, Carr's 2008 essay in The Atlantic, and 

explores the effects of the Internet on the brain. The book references multiple studies 

that indicate online reading yielding lower comprehension levels than that of the 

printed page. 

Reading the Mountains of Home by John Elder
Small farms once occupied the heights that John Elder calls home, but now only a few cellar 

holes and tumbled stone walls remain among the dense stands of maple, beech, and hemlocks on 

these Vermont hills. Reading the Mountains of Home is a journey into these verdant reaches. As 

John Elder is our guide, so Robert Frost is Elder's companion, his great poem "Directive" seeing 

us through a landscape in which nature and literature, loss and recovery, are inextricably joined. 

The Nature of College: How a New Understanding of Campus Life Can Change the 

World  by James Farrell 
Stately oaks, ivy-covered walls, the opposite sex — these are the things that likely come to mind 

for most Americans when they think about the "nature" of college. But the real nature of college 

is hidden in plain sight: it’s flowing out of the keg, it’s woven into the mascots on our T-shirts. 

Engaging in a deep and richly entertaining study of "campus ecology," The Nature of College

explores one day in the life of the average student, questioning what "natural" is and what 

"common sense" is really good for and weighing the collective impacts of the everyday.  



Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl by Anne Frank 
Discovered in the attic in which she spent the last years of her life, Anne Frank's remarkable diary 

has since become a world classic—a powerful reminder of the horrors of war and an eloquent 

testament to the human spirit. In 1942, with Nazis occupying Holland, a thirteen-year-old Jewish 

girl and her family fled their home in Amsterdam and went into hiding. For the next two years, 

until their whereabouts were betrayed to the Gestapo, they and another family lived cloistered in 

the "Secret Annex" of an old office building. Cut off from the outside world, they faced hunger, 

boredom, the constant cruelties of living in confined quarters, and the ever-present threat of 

discovery and death. In her diary Anne Frank recorded vivid impressions of her experiences 

during this period. 

David and Goliath: Underdogs, Misfits, and the Art of Battling Giants by Malcolm 

Gladwell 
Three thousand years ago on a battlefield in Palestine, a shepherd boy felled a mighty warrior 

with nothing more than a stone and a sling, and ever since then the names of David and Goliath 

have stood for battles between underdogs and giants. David's victory was improbable and 

miraculous. He shouldn't have won. Gladwell makes you think differently about what it takes 

to be innovative and successful.

Mountains Beyond Mountains by Tracy Kidder 

This compelling and inspiring book shows how one person can work wonders. Prize—

winning author Tracy Kidder tells the true story of a gifted man who loves the world and 

has set out to do all he can to cure it. In medical school, Paul Farmer found his life’s 

calling: to cure infectious diseases and to bring the lifesaving tools of modern medicine to 

those who need them most. Kidder’s magnificent account takes us from Harvard to Haiti, 

Peru, Cuba, and Russia as Farmer changes minds and practices through his dedication to 

the philosophy that “the only real nation is humanity.” 

Animal, Vegetable, Miracle by Barbara Kingsolver
With characteristic poetry and pluck, Barbara Kingsolver and her family sweep readers along on 

their journey away from the industrial-food pipeline to a rural life in which they vow to buy only 

food raised in their own neighborhood, grow it themselves, or learn to live without it. Their good-

humored search yields surprising discoveries about turkey sex life and overly zealous zucchini 

plants, en route to a food culture that's better for the neighborhood and also better on the table. 

Bird by Bird by Anne Lamott  
This is an inspiring and humorous look at the spirituality and sometimes dull reality of writing 

and the writing life. Lamott offers practical and honest suggestions on how to beat writer's block, 

find inspiration, or tackle a project that seems overwhelming, all of it wrapped in her warm and 

often hilarious viewpoint. With lessons in craft, art, and even life, having Bird by Bird on the 

shelf is like having a fellow writer and friend on hand for whenever you need motivation, 

inspiration, or even just a chuckle or two. 



Do no Harm by Henry Marsh 

What is it like to be a brain surgeon? In neurosurgery, more than in any other branch of 

medicine, the doctor's oath to 'do no harm' holds a bitter irony. Operations on the brain 

carry grave risks. Every day, Henry Marsh must make agonizing decisions, often in the 

face of great urgency and uncertainty. If you believe that brain surgery is a precise and 

exquisite craft, practiced by calm and detached surgeons, this gripping, brutally honest 

account will make you think again. With astonishing compassion and candor, one of the 

country's leading neurosurgeons reveals the fierce joy of operating, the profoundly 

moving triumphs, the harrowing disasters, the haunting regrets and the moments of black 

humor that characterize a brain surgeon's life.  

Life in a Jar: The Irena Sendler Project by Jack Mayer 
During World War II, Irena Sendler, a Polish Catholic social worker, organized a rescue network 

of fellow social workers to save 2,500 Jewish children from certain death in the Warsaw ghetto. 

Incredibly, after the war her heroism was suppressed by communist Poland and remained 

virtually unknown for 60 years, until three high school girls from a rural school in southeast 

Kansas stumbled upon a tantalizing reference to Sendler's rescues, which they fashioned into a 

history project, a play they called Life in a Jar.  

The Color of Water by James McBride 
James McBride, journalist, musician, and son, explores his mother's past, as well as his own 

upbringing and heritage, in a poignant and powerful debut, The Color Of Water: A Black Man's 
Tribute to His White Mother. The son of a black minister and a woman who would not admit she 

was white, James McBride grew up in "orchestrated chaos" with his eleven siblings in the poor, 

all-black projects of Red Hook, Brooklyn. "Mommy," a fiercely protective woman with "dark 

eyes full of pep and fire," herded her brood to Manhattan's free cultural events, sent them off on 

buses to the best (and mainly Jewish) schools, demanded good grades, and commanded respect. 
As a young man, McBride saw his mother as a source of embarrassment, worry, and confusion—

and reached thirty before he began to discover the truth about her early life and long-buried pain.  

Wandering Home by Bill McKibben 

The acclaimed author of The End of Nature takes a three-week walk from his current home 

in Vermont to his former home in the Adirondacks and reflects on the deep hope he finds 

in the two landscapes. 

Omnivore’s Dilemma by Michael Pollan
Pollan asks the straightforward question of what we should have for dinner. The relationship 

between food and society, once moderated by culture, now finds itself confused. To learn more 

about those choices, Pollan follows each of the food chains that sustain us; industrial food, 

organic food, and food we forage ourselves; from the source to a final meal, and in the process 

writes a critique of the American way of eating. 



The End of Oil by Paul Roberts
Within thirty years, we will have burned our way through most of the oil that is readily available 

to us. The costly effects of dependence on fossil fuel are taking their toll. Even as oil-related 

conflict threatens entire nations, individual consumers are suffering from higher prices at the gas 

pump, rising health problems, and the grim prospect of long-term environmental damage. In The 

End of Oil, Paul Roberts offers a brisk and timely wake-up call and considers the promises and 

pitfalls of alternatives such as wind power, hybrid cars, and hydrogen, making this essential 

reading for anyone looking to understand and react to the energy crisis at hand. 

Fast Food Nation by Eric Schlosser
The book is divided into two sections: “The American Way," which interrogates the beginnings 

of the Fast Food Nation within the context of post-World War II America; and “Meat and 

Potatoes," which examines the specific mechanizations of the fast-food industry, including the 

chemical flavoring of the food, the production of cattle and chickens, the working conditions of 

beef industry, the dangers of eating meat, and the global context of fast food as an American  

cultural export. 

The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks by Rebecca Skloot
Her name was Henrietta Lacks, but scientists know her as HeLa. She was a poor black tobacco 

farmer whose cells—taken without her knowledge in 1951—became one of the most important 

tools in medicine, vital for developing the polio vaccine, cloning, gene mapping, and 

more. Henrietta's cells have been bought and sold by the billions, yet she remains virtually 

unknown, and her family can't afford health insurance. This phenomenal New York Times 
bestseller tells a riveting story of the collision between ethics, race, and medicine; of scientific 

discovery and faith healing; and of a daughter consumed with questions about the mother she 

never knew. 

Wild by Cheryl Strayed 

At twenty-two, she had lost everything. In the wake of her mother’s death, her family 

scattered and her own marriage was soon destroyed. Four years later, with nothing more 

to lose, she made the most impulsive decision of her life. With no experience or training, 

driven only by blind will, she would hike more than a thousand miles of the Pacific Crest 

Trail from the Mojave Desert through California and Oregon to Washington State—and 

she would do it alone.



Lemon Tree: An Arab, a Jew, and the Heart of the Middle East by Sandy Tolan
In 1967, a Palestinian journeyed to Israel, with the goal of seeing the beloved old stone house, 

with the lemon tree behind it, that he and his family had fled nineteen years earlier. To his 

surprise, he was greeted by an Israeli college student, whose family fled Europe for Israel 

following the Holocaust. On the stoop of their shared home, Dalia and Bashir began a rare 

friendship, forged in the aftermath of war and tested over the next thirty-five years in ways that 

neither could imagine on that summer day in 1967. 

Red: Passion and Patience in the Desert by Terry Tempest Williams
The beloved author of Refuge, Terry Tempest Williams is one of the country’s most eloquent and 

imaginative writers. The desert is her blood. In this potent collage of stories, essays, and 

testimony, Red makes a stirring case for the preservation of America’s Redrock Wilderness in the 

canyon country of southern Utah. 

Sky Burial: An Epic Love Story of Tibet by Xinran Xinran

It was 1994 when Xinran, a journalist and the internationally acclaimed author of The Good 

Women of China, received a telephone call asking her to travel four hours to meet a woman who 

had just crossed the border from Tibet into China.Xinran made the trip and met the woman, called 

Shu Wen, who recounted the story of her thirty-year odyssey in the vast landscape of Tibet. In 

Sky Burial, Xinran has re-created Shu Wen’s journey, painting an extraordinary portrait of a 

woman and a land, each at the mercy of fate and politics. It is an unforgettable, ultimately 

uplifting tale of love, loss, loyalty, and survival. 

The Wild Truth by Carine McCandless (recommended for those who have read Jon Krakauer’s 

Into the Wild) 

The spellbinding story of Chris McCandless, who gave away his savings, hitchhiked to Alaska, 
walked into the wilderness alone, and starved to death in 1992, fascinated not just New York 

Times bestselling author Jon Krakauer, but also the rest of the nation. Krakauer's book,Into the 

Wild, became an international bestseller, translated into thirty-one languages, and Sean Penn's 

inspirational film by the same name further skyrocketed Chris McCandless to global fame. But 

the real story of Chris’s life and his journey has not yet been told - until now. The missing     

pieces are finally revealed in The Wild Truth, written by Carine McCandless, Chris's beloved and 

trusted sister.  Featured in both the book and film, Carine has wrestled for more than twenty years 

with the legacy of her brother's journey to self-discovery, and now tells her own story while 

filling in the blanks of his. 




