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Required Reading Abstracts 

 

 

Required 
 

The Crucible by Arthur Miller  
This play, considered to be one of Miller’s best, is an historical allegory for the McCarthy period.  
Although not totally historically accurate, Miller shows that the mere accusation of wrongdoing 
can wreak havoc in society.  The play begins with a group of teen-age girls caught practicing 
witchcraft in the woods.  In order to save their own lives, the girls begin to falsely accuse 
others in the society of practicing witchcraft.  Film critic James Beradinelli comments on its rich 
themes, “Indeed, its fertile themes – the lure of power, the gullibility of those who believe they 
have a moral imperative, the need to accept responsibility for the consequences of all actions, 
and the nature of truth – are universal in scope.  Events such as those depicted in The Crucible 
have recurred with alarming predictability throughout human history.”  The play contains 
sexual imagery and a reference to the adulterous relationship between Abigail 
Williams and John Proctor. 
 

-- AND --  
 

The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald 
This novel is one of the greatest works set in the Roaring Twenties.  It catalogues a new 
generation who quickly becomes a lost generation.  One Fitzgerald scholar says:  “It is a 
wonderful work which displays the penalties of greed, lust, and wealth as well as gives a 
beautifully accurate depiction of society during a particular era.”  Through this novel, Fitzgerald 
examines the theme of the disillusionment of the American dream.  The strength of the novel 
lies in its symbolic language and intricate plot revolving around the love triangle of Daisy, Tom, 
and Gatsby.     
 

Options (Choose at least two)   
 

Copper Sun by Sharon M. Draper 
Copper Sun tells the story of 15-year-old slave Amari, who is kidnapped from her home in Africa 
and sent to the Carolinas on the Middle Passage.  A man named Percival Derby purchases 
Amari, and in his household she befriends a white indentured servant named Polly, as well as 
Mrs. Derby.  When Mrs. Derby gives birth to a black baby, the three women must attempt to 

flee to safety.  According to Gerry Larson, writing in School Library Journal, readers “will better 
understand the impact of human exploitation and suffering throughout history” and also 
“will gain a deeper knowledge of slavery, indentured servitude, and 18th-century 
sanctuaries for runaway slaves.”  
 

Fallen Angels by Walter Dean Myers 
Fallen Angels, winner of the 1989 Coretta Scott King Award, is set during the controversial 
Vietnam War.  The novel continues the debate with tough questions, including the narrator’s 
inquiry about why black soldiers are given the most dangerous assignments.  Perry, the 
narrator, is a Harlem teen who volunteers to fight.  This novel deals with mature issues, 
including racism and violence.  It also includes profanity. 
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Flags of Our Fathers by James Bradley, Ron Powers, and Michael French  
John Bradley was one of six men who raised an American flag on Iwo Jima, a moment that has 
been immortalized in one of America’s most widely-recognized photographs.  John’s son, James 
Bradley, uses a box of letters and photographs found after his father’s death to retrace events 
and tell true story of the battle for Iwo Jima, including its aftermath on those six heroic men. 
 
 

The Glass Menagerie by Tennessee Williams 
This play known as Williams’ gentlest work explores the desperate lives of Amanda, Tom, and 
Laura Wingfield.  Each of these characters lives in an illusionary world until Tom’s co-worker Jim 
strips them of this comfort.  Amanda escapes into the past, Laura into the imaginary world of 
the glass menagerie, and Tom into alcohol and movies.  This play examines the conflicts 
between parent and child, during which profanity is used.  Literary critics describe 
Williams’ plays as “. . . realism blended with an imaginative, poetic sensibility.”  Tennessee 
Williams is one of the greatest American playwrights ranking next to Eugene O’Neill and Arthur 
Miller. 
 
 

The Hot Zone by Richard Preston 
This non-fiction work traces the probable source of the Ebola virus that traveled through several 
hosts and then mutated into a virulent strain that became known as Ebola Reston.  It was 
named so because the virus infected a number of monkeys imported to a research facility in 
Reston, Virginia in 1989.  What happened there over the course of eighteen days was a full-
scale operation of scientists and soldiers in an effort to contain the virus and prohibit it from 
“jumping” to humans.  Preston tells the story of Ebola and its various strains in no-holds-barred 
harrowing detail, including what the virus does to human bodies once infected:  death occurs 
within ten days accompanied by black vomit, massive hemorrhaging, liquefying organs, and 
massive bleeding out.  From a remote jungle cave, the virus travels to several areas before 
making its way to the Reston facility outside Washington, DC, where it infects humans and 
monkeys (with differing results).  The book makes it clear how close we came in the US to 
experiencing a “species-altering” incident and implies that the more human beings invade the 
primitive, remote breeding grounds of organisms such as Ebola, the more likely we are to 
trigger just such an event in the future.  Parents are advised that this novel includes 
numerous graphic descriptions of death (monkeys and humans), brief references to 
HIV/AIDS viruses, and frequent profanity.  
 
 

Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain 
Ernest Hemingway called this novel, “The greatest American novel ever written.”  It focuses on 
the adventures of Huckleberry Finn and his companion, a runaway slave named Jim, who 
provides Huck with friendship and protection during their journey along the Mississippi.  It is 
considered Mark Twain’s best work, combining the use of dialect, humor, and satire to bring out 
themes of honor, personal integrity, religion, superstition, and racial prejudice.  While this 
book does contain racially offensive language, it allows discussion of what it means 
to be truly civilized, the power of the individual, and the evolution of racial relations 
in America.  
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Into Thin Air by Jon Krakauer 
This first person account of the single deadliest month on Mount Everest is told by veteran 
journalist, Jon Krakauer.  He was commissioned by Outside Magazine to join and report on a 
guided expedition to the highest point in the world.  He reached the summit and returned safely 
to base camp; however, five of his expedition teammates did not.  By the end of the month, 
twelve more climbers would die.  This book benefits from the author’s personal expertise in 
mountaineering, and from his extensive research into the science and history of high-altitude 
exploration.  Parents are advised that this novel contains two mild sexual references, 
five instances of moderate profanity, and two references to drug use. 
 
 

The Namesake by Jhumpa Lahiri 
The Namesake written by Pulitzer Prize winner Jhumpta Lahiri is a novel about a family that 
moves from Calcutta, India to the United States.  The conflict of the story focuses on a 
generational gap between a father and son.  The father named his son, Gogol after the famed 
and disturbed genius Russian author, Nikolai Gogol.  With such a weighty name, the young man 
demonstrates the difficulty of first generation Americans to reconcile old world values with new 
ways and ideas which are immediate and more comfortable.  In so doing, Gogol suffers several 
personal tragedies and comes to understand that his name means more than he could have 
imagined when he was young man intent on being everything his family is not.  The book deals 
with mature relationships and has brief, but recognizable scenes of sexuality. 
 
 

The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglas by Frederick Douglas 
This autobiographical account tells the inspirational story of Douglas’s life, from his birth as a 
slave to his young adult years, during which time he became an abolitionist, orator, and 
statesman, among other things.  Narrative was published in 1845 and quickly became a 
bestseller.  It is Douglas’s best-known work. 

 
 
Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck 
In 1937 Steinbeck achieved his first literary success with this poignant novel that deals with the 
plight of two migrant workers in California during the Great Depression.  George is a realist who 
must care for the simplistic and child-like Lennie as they travel from ranch to ranch.  Racially 
offensive language and profanity are used to show the characters’ ignorance and prejudice.  
The novel’s simple language, plot, and imagery are deceptive.  Maturity is needed to 
understand the life-and-death choices faced by the characters as well as the themes of the 
American dream, the true nature of friendship, and the dangers of isolating people in society 
because of their differences.   
 

Our Town by Thornton Wilder 
This Pulitzer Prize-winning play was first produced in 1937 and is Thornton Wilder’s most 
renowned and frequently performed play.  According to one critic, it “provides the audience 
with an informal, intimate, and compelling human drama.”  Set in Grover’s Corners, New 
Hampshire, the play traces the story of two main families in the town as they live daily life, get 
married, have babies, and die.  It uses archetypal characters such as the town drunk and the 
town gossip.  Because of the simple set and use of imagination, it is often performed in high 
schools across the country.  It is still studied today because of its timeless ideas, which include 
the importance of not taking life for granted. 
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The Poisonwood Bible by Barbara Kingsolver 
This is the story of the Price family (father Nathan, mother Orleanna, and daughters Rachel, 
Leah, Adah, and Ruth May) as they leave Georgia and experience the Congo as Baptist 
missionaries.  The story starts in 1959 and follows the family until 1998.  Uniquely, the story is 
told by alternating narrators, each using first person.  We get a glimpse into the minds of the 
mother and each of the daughters as they deal with change, bitterness, and loss.  Lacking is 
the voice of the father Nathan.  It does not take the women long to realize that they are ill-
equipped to deal with life in Africa.  The novel undertakes a realistic look at religion, 
egocentrism, acceptance, coming-of-age, and family all set in the Congo during a tumultuous 
political upheaval. 

 
 
A Raisin in the Sun by Lorraine Hansberry 
This play is primarily about housing discrimination in the 1950’s shown through the family of the 
Youngers inspired by Hansberry’s personal life and the Langston Hughes’s poem, “A Dream 
Deferred.”  The Youngers live in an overcrowded apartment in Chicago and constantly bicker 
over how to spend their newfound wealth, an insurance check from the death of the elder Mr. 
Younger.  Hansberry presents themes of hope and idealism in contrast with themes of despair 
and fear.  David Cooper of Michigan State University says, “It is a play about distress, futility, 
and tragedy, but also about hope and pride and that kind of conviction and commitment it 
takes to bring hope out of hopelessness, courage out of fear, and idealism out of fatalism.”  
This play inspires meaningful discussion about racism and civil rights, and it 
contains some racially offensive language. 
 
 

The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne 
This beautifully crafted novel is known as the first great psychological novel.  Written in 1840, it 
still deals with issues relevant for today.  Hawthorne explores the psychological and physical 
effects of sin and guilt on the nature of man and highlights the struggle between the individual 
and society.   The novel is a must read for any college-bound student because of its connection 
to many modern day pieces of literature, and its representation of that particular time period in 
our American culture.  This novel does contain a vague reference to adultery. 
 
 

Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston 
Rich with authentic African-American dialect, Their Eyes Were Watching God tells the story of 
Janie Crawford, a strong, independent woman living in Eaton, Florida in the 1930s.  Janie, who 
has had three husbands and stood trial for the murder of one, is something of a scandal in her 
community, but Janie refuses to justify her actions to the townspeople.  Instead, she tells her 
story and her thoughts to her friend Phoeby, who then carries the stories back to the 
townspeople.  Janie and Phoeby’s conversation thus becomes a frame for Janie’s story—the 
story of a woman whose uncompromising search for her own identity leads her back to her 
roots.  Because of its subject matter, this novel contains language that may be 
racially offensive if read out of context. 
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Tuesdays with Morrie by Mitch Albom 
This book is the emotionally touching story of the relationship between Mitch Albom and his 
dying professor Morrie Schwartz.  It chronicles the last days of Morrie as he imparts his wisdom 
to Mitch through the greatest battle of his life with A.L.S.  Mitch and Morrie discuss issues of 
love, work, marriage, envy, forgiveness, community, and aging.  Living through Morrie’s death 
gives Mitch a new view on the meaning of life.  Amy Tan, author of The Joy Luck Club, says:  “I 
love this book.  It is a true story that shines and leaves you forever warmed by its afterglow.”  
This book gives the students a new outlook on the wisdom of their grandparents and a positive 
perspective on death. 
 


