
Upper School 2017 Summer Reading Requirements 

Each student is required to complete two assignments this summer: the all-

upper-school read and a grade-specific assignment as described below. 

All Upper School Required Reading: 

The Alchemist by Paulo Coelho 

As a school sponsored by the Sisters of Mercy, St. Mary Academy-Bay View focuses on 
educating young women to take their place as global citizens in the twenty-first century. 
Attention to contemporary issues aligned with Mercy core values is key to an education that 
will bring about social consciousness, as asserted in the Academy’s mission statement.  
Studies have shown that there is a strong correlation between women being educated and 
improvements within society.  Catherine McAuley, founder of the Sisters of Mercy, was highly 
aware of this connection when she said, "Nothing is more productive to the good of society 
than the education of young women."   
 
Book Review from Amazon.com:  Combining magic, mysticism, wisdom, and wonder into an 
inspiring tale of self-discovery, The Alchemist has become a modern classic, selling millions 
of copies around the world and transforming the lives of countless readers across generations. 
 
Paulo Coelho’s masterpiece tells the mystical story of Santiago, an Andalusian shepherd boy 
who yearns to travel in search of a worldly treasure. His quest will lead him to riches far 
different—and far more satisfying—than he ever imagined. Santiago’s journey teaches us 
about the essential wisdom of listening to our  hearts, of recognizing opportunity and learning 
to read the omens strewn along life’s path, and, most importantly, to follow our dreams. 
 
To help you prepare for your discussion of and assessment on this novel in the fall, consider 
the following questions: 
 

 Who are the people whom Santiago consults for advice along his journey?  What 
does he learn from each of these people?  Does anyone lead him astray with their 
advice?  Do you see any relevance in these words of wisdom for your own life’s 
journey?  What advice do you see as most beneficial to you at this point in your life? 

 What is an “alchemist”?  How is the idea of alchemy applied in the novel? 

 What omens does Santiago see along his journey?  What does each omen signify? 

 Santiago’s journey fits into the archetype of the hero’s quest.  Two of the major 
characteristics of this quest is that the “hero” must overcome many obstacles on his 
way to finding what he is seeking and, whether the “hero” knows it or not, the true 
object of the quest is self-knowledge.  What obstacles must Santiago overcome?  How 
does he overcome them?  What does he learn about himself in each situation? 

 The Alchemist presents many important lessons learned by Santiago throughout his 
journey.  What one lesson do you think is the most important lesson for him to 
learn?  Why? 

 
You should also take notes for yourself about the main characters as well as minor characters 
and the events that take place in the story.  During the first week of school, your teacher will 
inform you about the kind of assessment you will complete on this novel. 



Class of 2021 Required Reading 

 
Ninth-graders, in addition to The Alchemist, you have a choice of one of three 

novels for your second required summer reading.  You must also complete a 

reflection essay on the novel you choose.  This essay is due the first day of class 

in the fall. 

Choose one of the following novels: 

The Pearl that Broke its Shell by Nadia Hashimi 

Afghan-American Nadia Hashimi's literary debut novel is a searing tale of powerlessness, 

fate, and the freedom to control one's own fate…  In Kabul, 2007, with a drug-addicted father 

and no brothers, Rahima and her sisters can only sporadically attend school, and can rarely 

leave the house. Their only hope lies in the ancient custom of bacha posh, which allows young 

Rahima to dress and be treated as a boy until she is of marriageable age. As a son, she can 

attend school, go to the market, and chaperone her older sisters. 

But Rahima is not the first in her family to adopt this unusual custom. A century earlier, her 

great-great grandmother, Shekiba, left orphaned by an epidemic, saved herself and built a 

new life the same way. 

Crisscrossing in time, The Pearl that Broke Its Shell interweaves the tales of these two women 

separated by a century who share similar destinies. But what will happen once Rahima is of 

marriageable age? Will Shekiba always live as a man? And if Rahima cannot adapt to life as a 

bride, how will she survive?  (Amazon.com Review) 

Revolution by Jennifer Donnelly  

After her little brother’s murder and her mother’s subsequent breakdown, high-school-senior 

Andi feels like a ghost. She is furious at her father, a Nobel Prize–winning scientist with a 25-

year-old pregnant girlfriend, when he arranges for Andi to join him in Paris: “Sure. My 

brother’s dead. My mother’s insane. Hey, let’s have a crepe.” In France though, Andi, a 

passionate musician, discovers a diary written during the French Revolution by a young 

woman with whom Andi develops an increasing fascination. Donnelly links past and present 

with distracting contrivances—culminating in time travel—that work against the novel’s great 

strengths. But the ambitious story, narrated in Andi’s grief-soaked, sardonic voice, will wholly 

capture patient readers with its sharply articulated, raw emotions and insights into science 

and art; ambition and love; history’s ever-present influence; and music’s immediate, 

astonishing power: “It gets inside of you . . . and changes the beat of your heart.” (The Booklist 

Review) 

 

 



A Tree Grows in Brooklyn by Betty Smith 

The beloved American classic about a young girl's coming-of-age at the turn of the century, 

Betty Smith's A Tree Grows in Brooklyn is a poignant and moving tale filled with compassion 

and cruelty, laughter and heartache, crowded with life and people and incident. The story of 

young, sensitive, and idealistic Francie Nolan and her bittersweet formative years in the slums 

of Williamsburg has enchanted and inspired millions of readers for more than sixty years. By 

turns overwhelming, sublime, heartbreaking, and uplifting, the daily experiences of the 

unforgettable Nolans are raw with honesty and tenderly threaded with family connectedness 

-- in a work of literary art that brilliantly captures a unique time and place as well as incredibly 

rich moments of universal experience.  (Amazon.com Review) 

Assignment: Reflection Essay 

What to reflect on and write about in your essay:  What is the biggest “take-away” for 

you about this novel—a character? something that happened? a theme or message?  What 

would you say to a family member or friend to convince them to read this novel?  (Note:  There 

is no option for not liking the novel; you must find something good to say!) 

What format to use to complete this assignment:  Your essay should be typed, using 

a 12-point font and double-spaced.  No cover page.  Put your name in the upper-left corner 

of the page.  Use the title and author of the novel as the title of your essay and center it.  

Minimum length: 1.5-2 pages.   

  



Class of 2020 Required Reading 

Sophomores, in addition to The Alchemist, you have a choice of one of three 

novels for your second required summer reading.  You must also complete a 

reflection essay on the novel you choose.  This essay is due the first day of class 

in the fall. 

Choose one of the following novels: 

The House of the Scorpion by Nancy Farmer 

Matteo Alacrán was not born; he was harvested.  His DNA came from El Patrón, lord of a 

country called Opium--a strip of poppy fields lying between the United States and what was 

once called Mexico. Matt's first cell split and divided inside a petri dish. Then he was placed 

in the womb of a cow, where he continued the miraculous journey from embryo to fetus to 

baby. He is a boy now, but most consider him a monster--except for El Patrón. El Patrón loves 

Matt as he loves himself, because Matt is himself. As Matt struggles to understand his 

existence, he is threatened by a sinister cast of characters, including El Patrón's power-hungry 

family, and he is surrounded by a dangerous army of bodyguards. Escape is the only chance 

Matt has to survive. But escape from the Alacrán Estate is no guarantee of freedom, because 

Matt is marked by his difference in ways he doesn't even suspect.  (Amazon.com Review) 

Mistress of the Art of Death by Ariana Franklin 

In medieval Cambridge, England, Adelia, a female forensics expert, is summoned by King 

Henry II to investigate a series of gruesome murders that has wrongly implicated the Jewish 

population, yielding even more tragic results. As Adelia's investigation takes her behind the 

closed doors of the country's churches, the killer prepares to strike again. A thrilling historical 

crime fiction read!  (Amazon.com Review) 

The Bean Trees by Barbara Kingsolver 

The Bean Trees is bestselling author Barbara Kingsolver’s first novel, now widely regarded as 

a modern classic. It is the charming, engrossing tale of rural Kentucky native Taylor Greer, 

who only wants to get away from her roots and avoid getting pregnant. She succeeds, but 

inherits a 3-year-old native-American little girl named Turtle along the way, and together, 

from Oklahoma to Tucson, Arizona, half-Cherokee Taylor and her charge search for a new life 

in the West.  Written with humor and pathos, this highly praised novel focuses on love and 

friendship, abandonment and belonging as Taylor, out of money and seemingly out of 

options, settles in dusty Tucson and begins working at Jesus Is Lord Used Tires while trying 

to make a life for herself and Turtle.  (Amazon.com Review) 

Assignment: Reflection Essay 

What to reflect on and write about in your essay:  What is the biggest “take-away” for 

you about this novel—a character? something that happened? a theme or message?  What 



would you say to a family member or friend to convince them to read this novel?  (Note:  There 

is no option for not liking the novel; you must find something good to say!) 

What format to use to complete this assignment:  Your essay should be typed, using 

a 12-point font and double-spaced.  No cover page.  Put your name, English 10, your 

teacher’s name, and the due date in the upper-left corner of the page.  Use the title and 

author of the novel as the title of your essay and center it.  Minimum length: 1.5-2 pages.   

 

 

  



Class of 2019 Required Reading 

Juniors, in addition to The Alchemist, you have a choice of one of three novels 

for your second required summer reading.  You must also complete a reflection 

essay on the novel you choose.  This essay is due the first day of class in the fall. 

Choose one of the following novels: 

The Underground Railroad by Colson Whitehead 

The National Book Award Winner and #1 New York Times bestseller from Colson 

Whitehead, a magnificent tour de force chronicling a young slave's adventures as she makes 

a desperate bid for freedom in the antebellum South 

Cora is a slave on a cotton plantation in Georgia. Life is hell for all the slaves, but especially 

bad for Cora; an outcast even among her fellow Africans, she is coming into womanhood—

where even greater pain awaits. When Caesar, a recent arrival from Virginia, tells her about 

the Underground Railroad, they decide to take a terrifying risk and escape. Matters do not 

go as planned—Cora kills a young white boy who tries to capture her. Though they manage 

to find a station and head north, they are being hunted. 

In Whitehead’s ingenious conception, the Underground Railroad is no mere metaphor—

engineers and conductors operate a secret network of tracks and tunnels beneath the 

Southern soil. Cora and Caesar’s first stop is South Carolina, in a city that initially seems like 

a haven. But the city’s placid surface masks an insidious scheme designed for its black 

denizens. And even worse: Ridgeway, the relentless slave catcher, is close on their heels. 

Forced to flee again, Cora embarks on a harrowing flight, state by state, seeking true 

freedom. 

Like the protagonist of Gulliver’s Travels, Cora encounters different worlds at each stage of 

her journey—her’s is an odyssey through time as well as space. As Whitehead brilliantly re-

creates the unique terrors for black people in the pre–Civil War era, his narrative seamlessly 

weaves the saga of America from the brutal importation of Africans to the unfulfilled 

promises of the present day. The Underground Railroad is at once a kinetic adventure tale of 

one woman’s ferocious will to escape the horrors of bondage and a shattering, powerful 

meditation on the history we all share. 

Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close by Jonathan Safran Foer 

Jonathan Safran Foer emerged as one of the most original writers of his generation with his 

best-selling debut novel, Everything Is Illuminated. Now, with humor, tenderness, and awe, 

he confronts the traumas of our recent history. What he discovers is solace in that most 

human quality, imagination. 

Meet Oskar Schell, an inventor, Francophile, tambourine player, Shakespearean actor, 

jeweler, pacifist, correspondent with Stephen Hawking and Ringo Starr. He is nine years 



old. And he is on an urgent, secret search through the five boroughs of New York. His 

mission is to find the lock that fits a mysterious key belonging to his father, who died in the 

World Trade Center on 9/11.  An inspired innocent, Oskar is alternately endearing, 

exasperating, and hilarious as he careens from Central Park to Coney Island to Harlem on 

his search. Along the way he is always dreaming up inventions to keep those he loves safe 

from harm. What about a birdseed shirt to let you fly away? What if you could actually hear 

everyone's heartbeat? His goal is hopeful, but the past speaks a loud warning in stories of 

those who've lost loved ones before. As Oskar roams New York, he encounters a motley 

assortment of humanity who are all survivors in their own way. He befriends a 103-year-old 

war reporter, a tour guide who never leaves the Empire State Building, and lovers 

enraptured or scorned. Ultimately, Oskar ends his journey where it began, at his father's 

grave. But now he is accompanied by the silent stranger who has been renting the spare 

room of his grandmother's apartment. They are there to dig up his father's empty coffin. 

The Things They Carried by Tim O’Brien 

A classic work of American literature that has not stopped changing minds and lives since it 

burst onto the literary scene, The Things They Carried is a ground-breaking meditation on 

war, memory, imagination, and the redemptive power of storytelling.   

The Things They Carried depicts the men of Alpha Company: Jimmy Cross, Henry Dobbins, 

Rat Kiley, Mitchell Sanders, Norman Bowker, Kiowa, and the character Tim O’Brien, who has 

survived his tour in Vietnam to become a father and writer at the age of forty-three.  

Taught everywhere—from high school classrooms to graduate seminars in creative writing—

it has become required reading for any American and continues to challenge readers in their 

perceptions of fact and fiction, war and peace, courage and fear, and longing. 

The Things They Carried won France's prestigious Prix du Meilleur Livre Etranger and the 

Chicago Tribune Heartland Prize; it was also a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize and the National 

Book Critics Circle Award.  (Amazon.com Review) 

Assignment: Reflection Essay 

What to reflect on and write about in your essay:  What is the biggest “take-away” for 

you from this novel?  Choose a passage (minimum of one paragraph long) and explain why it 

is significant for you and what it means in relationship to the meaning of the work as a whole. 

What format to use to complete this assignment:  Your essay should be typed, using 

a 12-point font and double-spaced.  No cover page.  Put your name, English 11 or AP 

Language, your teacher’s name, and the due date in the upper-left corner of the page.  Use the 

title and author of the novel as the title of your essay and center it.  Minimum length: 1.5-2 

pages.   

 



Class of 2018 Required Reading 

Seniors, in addition to The Alchemist, you have a choice of one of three novels 

for your second required summer reading.  You must also complete a reflection 

essay on the novel you choose.  This essay is due the first day of class in the fall. 

Choose one of the following: 

Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston 

“A deeply soulful novel that comprehends love and cruelty, and separates the big people 

from the small of heart, without ever losing sympathy for those unfortunates who don’t 

know how to live properly.” —Zadie Smith 

One of the most important and enduring books of the twentieth century, Their Eyes Were 

Watching God brings to life a Southern love story with the wit and pathos found only in the 

writing of Zora Neale Hurston. Out of print for almost thirty years—due largely to initial 

audiences’ rejection of its strong black female protagonist—Hurston’s classic has since its 

1978 reissue become perhaps the most widely read and highly acclaimed novel in the canon 

of African-American literature.  (Amazon.com Review) 

The Color Purple by Alice Walker 

Celie is a poor black woman whose letters tell the story of 20 years of her life, beginning at 

age 14 when she is being abused and raped by her father and attempting to protect her sister 

from the same fate, and continuing over the course of her marriage to "Mister," a brutal 

man who terrorizes her. Celie eventually learns that her abusive husband has been keeping 

her sister's letters from her and the rage she feels, combined with an example of love and 

independence provided by her close friend Shug, pushes her finally toward an awakening of 

her creative and loving self.  (Amazon.com Review) 

Broken for You by Stephanie Kallos 

National best seller and Today show Book Club selection, Broken for You is the story of two 

women in self-imposed exile whose lives are transformed when their paths intersect. 

Stephanie Kallos's debut novel is a work of infinite charm, wit and heart. It is also a glorious 

homage to the beauty of broken things. When we meet septuagenarian Margaret Hughes, 

she is living alone in a mansion in Seattle with only a massive collection of valuable antiques 

for company. Enter Wanda Schultz, a young woman with a broken heart who has come west 

to search for her wayward boyfriend. Both women are guarding dark secrets and have spent 

many years building up protective armor against the outside world. As their tentative 

friendship evolves, the armor begins to fall away and Margaret opens her house to the 

younger woman. This launches a series of unanticipated events, leading Margaret to 

discover a way to redeem her cursed past, and Wanda to learn the true purpose of her cross-

country journey. Both funny and heartbreaking, Broken for You is a testament to the saving 



graces of surrogate families and shows how far the tiniest repair jobs can go in righting the 

world's wrongs. 

Assignment: Reflection Essay 

What to reflect on and write about in your essay:  What is the biggest “take-away” for 

you from this novel?  Choose a passage (minimum of one paragraph long) and explain why it 

is significant for you and what it means in relationship to the meaning of the work as a whole. 

What format to use to complete this assignment:  Your essay should be typed, using 

a 12-point font and 1.5-spaced.  No cover page.  Put your name, English 12 or AP Literature, 

your teacher’s name, and the due date in the upper-left corner of the page.  Use the title and 

author of the novel as the title of your essay and center it.  Minimum length: 1.5-2 pages.  On 

a separate page, type the passage you are using for your reflection.  This page does not count 

in the 1.5-2 page length of your essay. 

 

 


