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2021 Summer Reading List 

 

Grades 4 & 5 

 
By 4th grade, most students have solidified their ability to decode words and sentences and are 

ready to lose themselves in the adventures of an exciting book.  Any child who is still an 

emerging reader can be encouraged to spend time each day listening to audiobooks, or to a 

parent reading aloud to them, as well as reading at their “just-right” level.  Most of the books we 

have included on our list are available in an audiobook format.  Do not use literacy struggles as a 

reason not to engage actively in children’s literature.  The middle grades (4-5) are a golden age 

for reading. Please help your child find time and a cozy place in your home to support this new 

experience. The habit of reading 20-30 minutes a day adds up over time, building a child’s 

concentration, widening their vocabulary, and improving their sense of spelling and grammar.  A 

reading habit nurtures our children to become more successful students and to expand their 

knowledge of the world around them, building empathy for the characters whose lives they are 

experiencing.  When reading, children practice sitting still, being off-line and focusing—

important skills in an age of frequent distractions and digital overload.  Finally, as we awaken to 

our need to more actively dismantle the institutional racism inherent in our society, we 

encourage students to read books that embrace diversity and represent a more accurate cross-

section of our culture.  Reading can help nurture sensitivity, a thirst for equity, and play a role in 

social renewal. Please take a moment to look over this list of recommended books and take your 

child to a library this summer!  It is a wonderful way to unplug from technology and enjoy 

downtime together as a family. 
 

 

All of a Kind Family (series) by Sydney Taylor.  Five young Jewish sisters living in New York's 

Lower East Side at the turn of the 19th century enjoy doing everything together, especially when 

it involves holidays and surprises.  

 

Amina’s Voice by Hena Khan.  This novel brings to life the joys and challenges of a young 

Pakistani-American highlighting her role or “voice” in bringing together her diverse community 

and finding love and support from those around her.    

 

Anybody Shining by Frances O’Rourke Dowell.  Through handwritten letters and interactions 

with family and friends, a girl navigates her way through childhood in the Appalachian 

mountains of 1920s North Carolina. 
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Appleblossom the Possum by Holly Goldberg Sloan. A heart-warming and funny animal story 

that features the world from a charming little opossum’s point of view, this is a perfect read-

aloud and a classic in the making. 

 

Aru Shah and the End of Time (series), by Roshani Chokshi.  Using Hindu mythology as the 

foundation, Chokshi creates a fantasy adventure series.    

 

A Bear Named Trouble by Marion Dane Bauer.  A young brown bear wandering through the 

woods near Anchorage, AK, crosses paths with the 10-year-old son of a local zookeeper. Based 

on an actual incident, this is told in alternating chapters from the bear’s and boy’s perspective.  

 

Because of Winn-Dixie by Kate DiCamillo.  This Newberry Award winning novel tells the story 

of Opal and the dog she finds and renames Winn Dixie.  Because of Winn-Dixie or perhaps 

because she has grown, Opal learns important lessons about friendship and forgiveness.  

 

Becoming Muhammed Ali by Kwame Alexander and James Patterson.  The true biographical 

story of Cassius Clay’s childhood and the path he took to become the great Muhammad Ali. 

 

Blue Mountain by Martine Leavitt. As humans encroach further and further into their territory, 

Tuk, a bighorn sheep, must lead his herd to Blue Mountain, a journey that is treacherous, filled 

with threatening pumas and bears and dangerous lands.  

 

Bluish by Virginia Hamilton (2002).  In this powerful novel researched in NYC schools, 

Newbery Medalist Virginia Hamilton documents the struggle young people face as they 

simultaneously assert their independence and yearn for guidance. 

 

Bronze and Sunflower by Wenxuan Cao. A classic, heartwarming tale set to the backdrop of the 

Chinese cultural revolution. Sunflower, a young city girl, moves to the countryside, where she 

meets Bronze, a boy who, unable to speak, is ostracized by the other village boys.  

 

Brown Girl Dreaming, by Jacqueline Woodson.  Raised in South Carolina and New York, 

Woodson always felt halfway home in each place. In vivid poems, she shares what it was like to 

grow up as an African American in the 1960s and 1970s, living with the remnants of Jim Crow 

and her growing awareness of the Civil Rights movement.  

 

Bud Not Buddy by Christopher Paul Curtis.  After his mother death and several unsuccessful 

experiences in foster homes, ten-year-old smart, resourceful Bud Caldwell decides to run away 

from depression-era Flint, MI, to find his father in Grand Rapids. This book deals with the 

serious subjects of racism, homelessness, hunger, and abandoned children with humor and light 

heartedness.  

 

Canned and Crushed by Bibi Belford.  Sandro Zapote’s little sister needs heart surgery, and he 

helps his parents—who are illegal immigrants—to raise the money.  
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A Child’s Introduction to African American History by Jabari Asim. Filled with beautiful 

illustrations, this book reveals a fact-filled history of African American history through politics, 

activism, sports, entertainment, music, and much more.   

 

Clayton Bird Goes Underground by Rita Williams-Garcia.  Armed with his grandfather’s brown 

porkpie hat and his harmonica, Clayton runs away from home in search of the Bluesmen, hoping 

he can join them on the road. 

 

Count Me In by Varsha Bajaj.  Karina Chopra would have never imagined becoming friends 

with the boy next door until her grandfather starts tutoring Chris, and she discovers he’s actually 

a nice, funny kid.  

 

The Crossover by Kwame Alexander. Josh and Jordan must come to grips with growing up on 

and off the court to realize breaking the rules comes at a terrible price, as their story's heart-

stopping climax proves a game-changer for the entire family.  

 

Dolores Huerta: A Hero to Migrant Workers by Sarah E. Warren, illustrated by Robert Casilla.  

A biography that tells the story of labor leader Dolores Huerta. 

 

Dumpling Days by Grace Lin. The beloved heroine of The Year of the Dog and The Year of the 

Rat returns in a brand new story featuring a family trip to celebrate their grandmother's 60th 

birthday celebration. 

 

The Elephant Scientist by Caitlin O’Connel.  In the sprawling African scrub desert of Etosha 

National Park, American scientist Caitlin O'Connell watches the elephants and makes 

discoveries about elephant communication.  

 

Esperanza Rising by Pam Muñoz Ryan.  Filled with Spanish phrases and words, this book tells 

the story of Esperanza who with her mother must leave her home in Mexico and start over as 

farm workers in California after the death of her father. Set in the early 1930's, you a feel for the 

struggles of the Great Depression as well as California History as experienced by a child and a 

migrant farm laborer 

 

Faith and the Electric Dogs by Patrick Jennings (1998). A Mexican street dog, named Edison, 

can speak Bowwow and understand English, Spanish, and French. When a girl named Faith 

rescues him, he begins a fantastic and unforgettable journey. 

 

The Fantastic Secret of Owen Jester by Barbara O’Connor.  A fantastic fable of friends, enemies, 

and superbly slimy bullfrogs.  If Owen Jester can simply manage to evade his grandfather’s 

snappish housekeeper, organize his two best friends, and keep his nosy neighbor, Viola, at bay, 

he just might be in for the summer of a lifetime.  

 

The Field Guide (series) by Tony DiTerlizzi.  It all starts when Jared Grace finds their great 

uncle's book, 'Arthur Spiderwick's Field Guide to the Fantastic World Around You' and the 

Grace kids realize that they are not alone in their new house. Now the kids want to tell their story 

but the faeries will do everything they can to stop them. 
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Flora & Ulysses: The Illuminated Adventures by Kate DiCamillo.  A laugh-out-loud story 

featuring the friendship between cynical Flora Belle Buckman and a squirrel she rescues who 

develops superpowers.   

 

Flying Lessons & Other Stories featuring stories by Kwame Alexander, Meg Medina, Grace Lin, 

Jacqueline Woodson and others.  A collection of ten short stories.  

 

Forget Me Not by Ellie Terry.  A girl with Tourette syndrome starts at a new school and tries to 

hide her quirks in this debut middle-grade novel in verse. 
 

Front Desk by Kelly Yang.  This novel presents the life of a family of recent Chinese immigrants 

who find lodging in an old motel run by a rather opportunistic Chinese-American.  It deals with 

racism, bullying and survival. 

 

How I Became a Ghost by Tim Tingle.  Isaac, a Choctaw boy who did not survive the Trail of 

Tears, relates his personal tale of innocence and resilience in the face of tragedy. Isaac leads a 

foursome of Choctaw comrades: a tough-minded teenage girl, a shape-shifting panther boy, a 

lovable five-year-old ghost, and Isaac’s talking dog.  

 

The Hundred Penny Box by Sharon Bell Mathis. A Newbery Honor winner, this beautiful story 

depicts the relationship between a boy and his elderly relative.   

 

Hurricane Child by Kheryn Callender.   An amazing, complex, moving portrayal of a young 

queer black girl from Water Island in the Caribbean. Caroline's story is about grief, love, family, 

queer crushes, bullying, homophobia, and friendship. 

 

I am Not a Number by Jenny Kay Dupuis and Kathy Kacer.  When eight-year-old Irene is 

removed from her First Nations family to live in a residential school she is confused, frightened, 

and terribly homesick. She tries to remember who she is and where she came from, despite the 

efforts of the nuns who are in charge at the school and who tell her that she is not to use her own 

name but instead use the number they have assigned to her.  

 

The Library of Ever by Zeno Alexander.  With her parents off traveling the globe, Lenora is 

bored, bored, bored—until she discovers a secret doorway in the library and becomes its newly 

appointed Fourth Assistant Apprentice Librarian. 

 

The Moon Within by Aida Salazar.  This story centers around gender-fluid Celi Rivera, an 11-

year-old, Mexican-Puerto Rican girl growing up in Oakland, California who is mortified that her 

mother wants to celebrate her first period with a moon ceremony. Occasionally interspersed with 

Spanish, as well as Nahuatl languages, the story feels both personal and universal. 

 

Music For Tigers by Michelle Kadarusman. A moving coming-of-age story wrapped up in the 

moss, leaves, and blue gums of the Tasmanian rainforest where, hidden under giant ferns, 

crouches its most beloved, and lost, creature.  
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My Name Is Maria Isabel by Alma Flor Ada.  For María Isabel Salazar López, a Puerto Rican 

girl, the hardest thing about being the new girl in school is that the teacher doesn't call her by her 

real name. "We already have two Marías in this class," says her teacher. "Why don't we call you 

Mary instead?"  

 

The Night Diary by Veera Hiranandani.  This Newberry Honor book is a fictional but realistic 

account of life at the time of the India-Pakistan partition in 1947.  It tells the story of 12-year-old 

twin sister and brother, Nisha and Amil, who are half-Muslim and half-Hindu and struggle to 

figure out where they belong. 

Prairie Lotus by Linda Sue Park.  This Little-House-on-the-Prairie-like book depicts the story of 

a 14-year-old half-Chinese girl, Hanna, who travels with her family across the country by horse 

and wagon looking for a place to settle, eventually reaching La Forge in the Dakota Territories. 

She and her father are looking to start over by running a dry goods store in a small prairie town.  

They interact with Native Americans and navigate white culture on the frontier. 

Poppy by Avi.  At the very edge of Dimwood Forest stands an old charred oak where an owl 

named Mr. Ocax lives and is disrupted when two little mice come dancing into his realm.  

 

R, My Name Is Rachel by Patricia Reilly Giff. Rachel, Cassie, and Joey move with their Pop 

from the city to a run-down farm.  Dreamy Rachel loves to read and doesn't know much about 

the country. Times are hard there, too—the school and library are closed.   

 

The Stars Beneath our Feet by David Barkley Moore. A powerful portrait of a boy growing up in 

the projects of Harlem in the wake of his brother’s gang-related death and teetering on the 

edge—of adolescence, of grief, of violence 

Swallows and Amazons by Arthur Ransome. The first title in a classic series, originally 

published in 1930, Swallows and Amazons introduces the lovable Walker family, their camp on 

Wild Cat island, and the able-bodied catboat the Swallow which takes them on their adventures. 

 

Sweet Home Alaska by Carole Estby Dagg.  This pioneering story is based on actual events, 

introducing readers to a fascinating chapter in American history, when FDR set up a New Deal 

colony in Alaska to give loans and land to families struggling during the Great Depression. 

 

They Call Me Güero: A Border Kid's Poems by David Bowles. This book tells about what it 

means to live at the Mexico/US border and how to navigate between languages, local 

experiences, and the politics of immigration.  

 

Tua and the Elephant by R. P. Harris. Ten-year-old Tua—Thai for "peanut"—has everything she 

needs at home in Chiang Mai, Thailand, except for the sister she’s always wanted. In the market 

one day, she meets an elephant with wise, loving eyes, remarkable strength, and a very curious 

trunk and sets off on a remarkable journey to escape from the elephant’s vile captors.  
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Unusual Chickens for the Exceptional Poultry Farmer by Kelly Jones. Twelve-year-old Sophie 

Brown moves from Los Angeles to the farm her family has inherited from a great-uncle. Life 

gets more interesting when a cranky chicken appears and Sophie discovers the hen can move 

objects with the power of her little chicken brain. Told in letters to Sophie’s abuela, quizzes, a 

chicken-care correspondence course, to-do lists, and more, Unusual Chickens is a quirky classic 

in the making. 
 

 Viva Rose! by Susan Krawitz.  Thirteen-year-old Rose Solomon is shocked to discover her 

brother Abe in a photograph captioned The Southwestern Scourge of 1915 in the El Paso 

newspaper. There, dusty and whiskered, is Abe--standing shoulder-to-shoulder with none other 

than Pancho Villa, the Mexican outlaw.  Her daring plan fails when she is captured by Pancho 

Villa's men and has to live like a bandit alongside this motley assortment of passionate 

revolutionaries.   

 

Ways to Make Sunshine by Renee Watson. Ryan Hart loves to spend time with her friends and to 

invent recipes.  Money is tight but Ryan is a girl who knows how to make sunshine out of 

setbacks. 

 

When You Trap a Tiger by Tae Keller.  This Newberry-award winning novel centers on a 7th 

grade Korean-American girl, Lily, who navigates friendships, sibling relationships, and her 

Korean heritage as she relates to her grandmother's stories  

 

The Year Money Grew on Trees by Aaron Hawkins. With frostbitten fingers, sleepless nights 

and sore muscles, 14-year-old Jackson Jones and his cousins discover the lost art of winging it 

when they take over an orchard of 300 wild apple trees. With spot illustrations for mechanical-

loving readers—the gears of a tractor, a plow with disks—and with mathematical calculations of 

the great amount of money to be earned, this novel has the sort of can-do spirit and sense of 

earned independence not often found in today's fiction.  

 

The Year Of The Dog by Grace Lin.  When Chinese-American Pacy hears that it is a good year 

for friends, family, and "finding herself," she begins searching right away. As the year goes on, 

she struggles to find her talent, deals with disappointment, makes a new best friend, and 

discovers just why the Year of the Dog is a lucky one for her after all. 

 

Young, Gifted and Black: Meet 52 Black Heroes from Past and Present by Jamia Wilson.   This 

non-fiction book presents biographies of 52 icons of color from the past and present showing 

how childhood dreams and experiences influence adult achievements. Readers meet heroes such 

as Martin Luther King Jr., Nelson Mandela, and Rosa Parks, as well as cultural trailblazers and 

sporting heroes, including Stevie Wonder, Oprah Winfrey, and Serena Williams.  
 
 
 


