
 

 

 

2021 Summer Reading List 

 

Grades 6-8 

 

As they move into Middle School, it is common for children to develop other interests, to have 

busy schedules, and to grow more reluctant to spend time reading for pleasure.  And yet, the 

habit of reading 20-30 minutes a day adds up over time and is the single most useful activity we 

can encourage to help our middle-school-aged children to become more successful students and 

to expand their knowledge of the world around them.  Reading improves concentration during a 

phase of childhood often marked by distraction.  When reading, children practice sitting still, 

being off-line and focusing.  Providing a comfortable place for your child to read and modelling 

reading by joining them with your own book are both valuable techniques you can do to 

encourage a healthy reading habit. It is also nice to engage children in conversations about what 

they are reading and which authors they enjoy.  You might even try reading a book they 

recommend to you. 

 

Regular reading doesn’t just build vocabulary and strengthen reading comprehension, it also 

allows children to engage their imaginations and to build empathy for the characters whose lives 

they are experiencing.  Children who read (or listen to books on tape) have been found to do 

better at school not just in subjects like English and history but in all subjects. Finally, a regular 

reading habit helps middle school students learn how to relax their bodies and calm their minds 

in an age in which they are often tempted by flashing lights, constant noise, and overwhelmed 

senses.  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 build a sense 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. 



 

Books that Celebrate Diversity 
 

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.   

 

Amal Unbound by Aisha Saeed. Set in Pakistan, Amal holds on to a dream of being a teacher, 

but has her dreams crushed when she insults a member of the ruling family in her village and is 

forced to work as a servant to pay off her family's debt to the wealthy and corrupt Khan family. 

And There Was Light by Jacques Lusseyran.  Set during the Nazi occupation of France, this 

autobiography tells the story of Lusseyran, who, after being blinded in a childhood accident, 

grows up to form a resistance group with fifty-two boys eventually ending up in the Buchenwald 

concentration camp. His gripping story is one of the most powerful and insightful descriptions of 

living and thriving with blindness, or indeed any challenge, ever published. 

Betty Before X by Ilyasah Shabazz and Renée Watson.  This depicts the life of Betty Shabazz, 

educator and civil rights advocate, as a young girl acutely aware of racism.  

 
Black Pioneers of Science and Invention by Louis Haber.  The book features some known, but 

mostly unknown Black scientists and inventors (males only) as they as they designed new 

machines, medicines, procedures, and equipment. It tells about the obstacles and legal 

restrictions they faced due to racism and other factors.   

 

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 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. Bud is 

resourceful, smart and funny.  

 

Count Me In by Varsha Bajaj. Written from the alternating viewpoints of a 7th grade Indian-

American girl and a white boy, this novel examines Islamophobia, and what it means to be 

American. 

 

The Crossover by Kwame Alexander.  Winner of the Newberry and Coretta Scott King Awards, 

this novel in verse portrays the lives of twin 13-year-old brothers, JD and Jordan Bell, who are 

the sons of a former pro-basketball player.  The series of poems depict middle school as they 

navigating first crushes, homework, family tensions, and of course, basketball. 
 



The Dreamer by Pam Muñoz Ryan.  This is the fictionalized telling of poet Pablo Neruda's 

childhood.  Prose, poetry and picture are skillfully interwoven and seamlessly merged in the 

story of a sickly, dreamy boy who lives in Temuco, Chile. 

 
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 

 

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. 

 

The Gaunlet by Karuna Riazi.  Take Jumanji, turn it into a chapter book, flavor it with steam 

punk, set it in a Middle Eastern inspired marketplace, and have the protagonist be a Bengali-

American, hijab-wearing Muslim on a quest to save her little brother with her two BFFs from 

New York and bam, you’ve got The Gauntlet.   

 
Habibi by Naomi Shihab Nye. The day after Liyana got her first real kiss, her life changed 

forever when her father announces that the family was moving from St. Louis all the way to 

Palestine.  

Harbor Me by Jaqueline Woodson. The tells the story of six kids who meet for a weekly chat by 

themselves, with no adults to listen in. They discover it’s safe to talk about what’s bothering 

them–everything from Esteban’s father’s deportation and Haley’s father’s incarceration to 

Amari’s fears of racial profiling and Ashton’s adjustment to his changing family fortunes. When 

they are together, they can share the fears they have to hide from the rest of the world. 

The House That Lou Built by Mae Respicio.  A 13-year-old named Lou comes of age 

surrounded by her Filipino relatives in California discovering that she shares a love of building 

with her white father who dies before she was born.  It deals with the experience of being bi-

racial and is rich in details of Filipino culture.   

 

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. 

 
Inside Out & Back Again by Thanhha Lai. As the Americans pull out of the war and Saigon is 

about to fall, Ha and her family escape the country by ship. They get an American sponsor, a 

farmer from Alabama, and try to start over in the USA, a strange land, where the language, food, 

customs and religion are all different than what they are used to. 

 
Kiri-Kiri by Cynthia Kadohata. When Katie and her family move from a Japanese community in 

Iowa to the Deep South of Georgia, her sister Lynne explains to her why people stop on the 

street to stare and teaches Katie to look beyond tomorrow. 



 

Lifting as We Climb: Black Women's Battle for the Ballot Box by Evette Dionne This non-

fiction book examines racism by depicting the fight for womens’ rights and the right to vote as 

well as the intersectionality that frames it all.  

 

Many Thousand Gone: African Americans from Slavery to Freedom by Virginia Hamilton. 

Thirty-five inspiring stories that describe the ingenious escapes, desperate measures, and daring 

protests of former slaves in an honest and age-appropriate (not graphic) way.  

 

Marcus Vega Doesn’t Speak Spanish by Pablo Cartaya.   Though Marcus Vega was born in Puerto 

Rico, the 14-year-old hasn’t been back since he was 2 years old, and his mother is a white woman.  

At school his 180 pounds/six ft frame make some kids fear him and some taunt him. When his 

mother decides to take her sons to Puerto Rico, heis embraced by an extended family he never 

knew he had and begins to learn that you can get to know yourself by knowing where you’re from. 

 

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. 

 

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. 

 

The Poet Slave of Cuba: A Biography of Juan Francisco Manzano by Margarita Engle.  This is a 

biography told in verse about the poet Juan Francisco Manzano who was a Cuban poet and slave. 

It depicts what life in Cuba was like in the 18th and 19th century under colonialism, showing 

how slavery affected not just the slaves but the slave owners as well.  

 

The Poet X by Elizabeth Acevado.  This finalist for the National Book Award depicts the life of 

15-year old Xiomara, an Afro-Latina girl coming of age in Harlem, as she deals with her strict 

religious mother and her detached and quiet father. 

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. 

Refugee by Alan Gratz.  The story paints a vivid picture of the plight of three child refugees who 

come from different places and time periods but share similar themes and goals: Josef, a Jewish 

boy from 1930s Berlin, Isabel, a Cuban girl in 1994, and Mahmoud a Syrian boy in 2015. It 

features death and violence but for each character, there is always the hope of tomorrow.  



 

A Single Shard by Linda Sue Park. Set in 12th century Korea, this book is about Tree-ear, an 

orphan who becomes fascinated with making pottery and determined to prove himself–even if it 

means taking a long, solitary journey on foot to present his master’s work in the hope of a royal 

commission.   

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 

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.  

 

This Promise of Change: One Girl’s Story in the Fight for School Equality by Debbie Levy and 

Jo Ann Allen Boyce. This true story depicts 14-year-old Jo Ann Allen’s experience as one of 

twelve African-American students who broke the color barrier in 1956 and integrated Clinton 

High School in Tennessee.  

 

To Night Owl from Dogfish by Holly Goldberg Sloan and Meg Wolitzer.  Bett, who is black, 

and Avery, who is Jewish, are both smart, culturally savvy, daughters of single gay dads who 

plot to set their fathers up.  

Trevor Noah: Born a Crime by Trevor Noah.  A memoir written by the television talk-show host 

about his experience growing up bi-racial during apartheid in South Africa.  This is a riveting, 

accessible story filled with humor and perspective. 

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 grandmothers stories  

 

Where the Streets Had a Name by Randa Abdel-Fattah.  This book depicts life behind the Israeli-

built Separation Wall in the West Bank of Bethlehem. When her beloved grandmother falls ill, 

13-year-old Hayaat decides to make her way to Jerusalem to fill an empty hummus jar with soil 

from the land of her grandmother's ancestral home in order to mend her heart. 

The Whispers by Greg Howard.  Eleven-year-old Riley believes in the whispers, magical fairies 

that will grant you wishes if you leave them tributes.  Riley has a lot of wishes: He wishes bullies 

at school would stop picking on him. He wishes that Dylan, the boy he has a crush on, liked him 

back. And he wishes he would stop wetting the bed. This coming-of-age book deals with grief 

and the death of a parent, as well as coming to terms with one’s homosexuality. 

The Witch Boy by Molly Ostertag.  A graphic novel depicting the life of Aster, a teen who lives 

in a magic community. In his world, men are shapeshifters who protect, and women are witches 

who gather knowledge and provide for the community. Anyone who dares cross those lines is 



exiled. Aster hasn’t come into his powers yet, but he has no interest in shapeshifting. He’s 

interested in witchcraft, but witchcraft is not for boys. 

Classics and Modern Classics 

Anne of Green Gables by L.M. Montgomery.  Instead of a strong orphan boy to help work the 

farm, the Cuthberts of Avonlea receive a chatty, impulsive redheaded girl at Green Gables. 

 

Bella at Midnight by Diane Stanley. The story of a peasant girl, Bella, living in a kingdom 

plagued by war.  With the help of her godmother and three enchanted gifts, she sets out on a 

journey in disguise that will lead her to a destiny far greater than any she could have imagined. 

 

Born Free by Joy Adamson. First published in 1960, this memoir tells about Adamson’s 

experience in Kenya as the surrogate mother of an orphaned lion cub named Elsa who she must 

prepare for release back into the wild.   It is a book with environmental consciousness that 

examines the complicated relationship between humans and wild animals.   

 

The Bridge to Terabithia by Katherine Paterson.  A wonderful and heart-breaking story depicting 

a friendship between Jess and Leslie and their magical forest kingdom. 

 

Call it Courage by Armstrong Sperry.  A Newberry winner featuring Mafatu, the Polynesian son 

if a great chief who is a fraid of the sea and becomes determined to conquer his fear.   

 

The Call of the Wild by Jack London. A comfortable family dog named Buck is stolen and sold 

into a harsh life as a sled dog in the 1890s Klondike, where he reverts to his wild nature. 

 

The Chronicles of Narnia by C.S. Lewis.  Four children explore another world populated with 

unique characters where a battle between good and evil is being waged, and in which they will 

eventually rule. 

 

Daughter of the Mountain by Louise S. Rankin. After a band of robbers steals her Lhasa terrier, 

Momo must travel the Great Trade Route across the mountains through Tibet all the way to 

Calcutta in order to retrieve her dog.  

 

The Diary of a Young Girl by Anne Frank. This classic Holocaust memoir is hauntingly 

powerful. To escape the Nazis occupying Holland, 13-year-old Anne goes into hiding with her 

family, living together for more than two years in a cramped secret room.  

 

The Evolution of Calpurnia Tate by Jacqueline Kelly.  This book tells the story of 11-year old 

Calpurnia Virginia Tate who lives in Texas in 1899.  Through her relationship with a 

cantankerous grandfather, she becomes a naturalist studying grasshoppers and navigating life as 

the only girl in the family.  

 

The Exiles by Hilary McKay.  The four Conroy sisters spend a wild summer at the seaside with 

Big Grandma, who tries to break them of their reading habit by substituting fresh air and hard 

work for books and gets unexpected results. 



 

Fair Weather by Richard Peck. Thirteen-year-old Rosie has never strayed from her family's farm 

when a letter from her Aunt arrives inviting the family to come for a visit and go to the 1893 

World's Columbian Exposition-the "wonder of the age"-a.k.a. the Chicago World's Fair. 

 

Galileo and the Magic Numbers by Sidney Rosen. A biography of Galileo who challenged divine 

law and the physics of Aristotle, and questioned everything in search of truths.  

 

The Goose Girl by Shannon Hale.  From the Grimm's fairy tale of the princess who became a 

goose girl before she could become queen, Shannon Hale has woven an incredible, original, and 

magical tale of a girl who must find her own unusual talents before she can lead her people. 

 

Hatchet by Gary Paulson. When his plane crashes, 13-year-old Brian survives alone in the wilds 

of Canada for 54 days with only the clothes on his back and a hatchet. 

 

The Hobbit by J.R.R. Tolkien.  Tolkien's masterpieces of Middle Earth from the journeys of 

Bilbo to Frodo's reluctant stewardship of the Ring, with men, elves and fantastical creatures 

well-met and ill-met along the way. 

 

Holes by Louis Sachar. Funny, suspenseful, and full of clever twists this book depicts Stanley’s 

time at Camp Green Lake where he is force to dig holes all day, every day.  Camp starts to feel 

more like prison.  

 

Hope Was Here by Joan Bauer. Hope and her aunt move to small-town Wisconsin to take over 

the local diner, and she gets caught up in local politics.  

 

The Hound of the Baskervilles by Sir Arthur Conaan Doyle.  The tracks of an enormous hound 

near the corpse of Sir Charles Baskerville on his estate in the moorlands bring Sherlock Holmes 

and Watson from the city to investigate. 

 

The House of Dies Drear by Virginia Hamilton. A family tries to unravel the secrets of their new 

home which was once a stop on the Underground Railroad in this Edgar Award–winning book.   

 

Inkheart by Cornelia Funke.  A fantasy novel depicting the adventures of Meggie whose father 

reads aloud from a book called INKHEART allowing an evil ruler to escape the boundaries of 

fiction and land in their living room.  

 

Johnny Tremain by Esther Forbes. When a young, arrogant silversmith badly burns his hand in a 

bowl of molten silver, he must fend for himself on the streets of 1773 Boston and seek a new 

purpose in life 

 

Jane Eyre by Charlotte Bronte.  Orphaned as a child, and feeling like an outcast, Jane takes a 

position at Thornfield Hall, where she has been hired by the brooding, proud Edward Rochester 

to care for his ward Adèle. Jane finds herself drawn to his troubled yet kind spirit and falls in 

love.  

 



Little Women by Louisa May Alcott.  The close-knit March family girls-Meg, Jo, Beth and 

Amy-are the heroines of this family story of childhood, adolescence and adulthood, with all its 

joys and sorrows 

 

Lizzie Bright and the Buckminster Boy by Gary Schmidt.  Turner Buckminster, the son of the 

new minister in a small Maine town, befriends smart and lively Lizzie Bright Griffin, a girl from 

Malaga Island, a poor community founded by former slaves. Lizzie shows Turner a new world 

along the Maine coast from digging clams to rowing a boat next to a whale.  

 

The Martian Chronicles by Ray Bradbury. The strange classic tells the story of humanity’s 

repeated attempts to colonize the red planet.  

 

The Midwife’s Apprentice by Karen Cushman.  Set in medieval England, this Newberry Medal 

book talls the story of a girl known only as Brat who has no family, no home, and no future until 

she meets Jane the Midwife and becomes her apprentice.  

 

The Outsiders by S.E. Hinton Fourteen-year-old Ponyboy, a proud "greaser" from the poor side 

of town, starts to think differently about his life when a member of his gang kills a "soc" (short 

for "social"), a member of a rival rich kids' gang. 

 

The Penderwicks by Jeanne Birdsall. The Penderwick sisters busily discover the summertime 

magic of Arundel estate’s sprawling gardens, treasure-filled attic, tame rabbits, and the cook who 

makes the best gingerbread in Massachusetts.  

 

The Prince and the Pauper by Mark Twain.  This classic historical satire looks at two very 

different socioeconomic worlds of 16th-century England, centering around the lives of two boys 

born in London on the same day: Edward, Prince of Wales and Tom Canty, a street beggar.  

 

The Princess Bride by William Goldman. When the vain and deceitful Prince Humperdinck 

commands the beautiful Buttercup to marry him, Westley, her true love, will do whatever it takes 

(and it takes a lot) to remove her from Humperdinck's clutches. 

 

Ranger’s Apprentice by John Flanagan. Will, an orphan who becomes an apprentice to the 

mysterious protectors known as Rangers, strives to keep the Kingdom of Araluen safe from 

invaders, traitors and other threats in this adventure series. 

 

Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry by Mildred D. Taylor. 10-year-old Cassie lives in Mississippi at 

the height of the Great Depression, as her African American family struggles to keep hold of 

their land while facing terrible discrimination. 

 

Sacajawea by Joseph Bruchac. Young Sacajawea joins Lewis and Clark in their historic 

exploration of the American West. As a translator, peacemaker, caretaker, and guide, Sacajawea 

alone will make the journey possible.  

 

The Seeing Stone by Kevin Crossley-Holland. A boy named Arthur practices tilting and archery 

while growing up in 12th-century Wales, waiting patiently to become a knight. When his father's 



friend, Merlin, gives him a shining black stone his life becomes entwined with that of his 

namesake, the legendary King Arthur.  

 

The String in the Harp by Nancy Bond. This Newberry Award winner set in both present-day 

and ancient Wales is a blend of fantasy and realistic fiction.  It tells the story of 12-year-old Pete 

Morgan who, on a visit to Wales, finds a harp key that shows him scenes from the life of the 

ancient bard Taliesin. 

 

That Quail, Robert by Margaret A. Stanger. The acclaimed story of a little bird born on a 

kitchen counter in a house on Cape Cod, raised in a box surrounded by a lamb’s wool duster and 

a small lamp  

 

The Tale of Despereaux by Kate DiCamillo. A brave mouse, a covetous rat, a wishful serving 

girl, and a princess named Pea come together in Kate DiCamillo's Newbery Medal–winning tale. 

 

Tuck Everlasting by Natalie Babbitt.  Who hasn’t wished life could be drastically different? Ten-

year-old Winnie wishes life could be drastically different as her world feels small and dull. Then 

she meets the Tuck family who has discovered a Fountain of Youth.   

 

Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea by Jules Verne.  Professor Pierre Aronnax and his two 

companions find themselves held prisoner by the peculiar Captain Nemo aboard the Nautilus, an 

unusual submarine. 

 

The Wanderer by Sharon Creech. Through Sophie's and her cousin Cody's travel logs, we hear 

stories of the past and the daily challenges of surviving at sea as The Wanderer sails toward its 

destination (England)—and its passengers search for their places in the world.   

 

Waterless Mountain by Laura Adams Armer.  Winner of the 1931 Newbery Medal, this novel 

depicts an eight-year-old Navaho boy's training as a medicine man. It is a moving and accurate 

account of a spiritual journey is filled with wonder and respect for the natural world—a living 

record of the Navaho way of life before the influence of the white man. 

 

Watership Down by Richard Adams.  Forced from their home in Sandleford Warren by the 

intrusion of man, a courageous band of Berkshire rabbits face adversity, hardship and predators 

as they pursue a new place called "home." 

 

Where the Red Fern Grows by Wilson Rawls.  Ten-year-old Billy lovingly raises two redbone 

hounds, Old Dan and Little Ann, to be champion raccoon hunters in the Ozark Mountains, but 

must come to terms with the greater forces of the wilderness. 

 

Whittington by Alan Armstrong.  This Newbery-winning book features Ben, a boy who struggles 

with dyslexia, and his sister Abby.  They are taken through a journey of healing through the 

adventure stories told by a tom cat to a barn full of animals about his ancestor, the nameless cat 

who brought Dick Whittington to the heights of wealth and power in 16th-century England.   

 



Women of the World: Women Travelers & Explorers by Rebecca Stefoff. This nonfiction book 

contains fascinating stories of women who explored new lands and challenged women's place in 

the world. They loved travel, not only as a passage to a destination but as an experience with its 

own meaning and magic.  

 

A Wrinkle in Time by Madelaine L’Engle. Meg Murry, her brother, Charles Wallace, along with 

their neighbor, Calvin O'Keefe, travel through time and space to find their scientist father and 

battle a growing cosmic evil. 


