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Dear Soon-to-be High School Freshman (and your family):  
 
It is my pleasure to welcome you to Joel Barlow High School and the beginning of what will be one of the                      
most defining experiences of your life so far: earning your high school diploma. Even though you may                 
have some trepidation about walking into a new school, meeting new friends and teachers, I can assure                 
you that there are many, many open arms and hearts, and many people who are looking forward to                  
meeting you and joining you in your education.  
 
One of the most important things we can do for you is suggest good books for your required summer                   
reading. One of the most important things you can do for yourself is to read as much as you can. Building                     
a strong education depends on several factors, including the development of a broad, comprehensive              
reading background. While you are enjoying some great adventures and meeting all kinds of different               
characters, you will be strengthening your vocabulary and preparing yourself to be a successful student.  
 
When we develop the summer reading list, one key consideration is enjoyment. The list is interesting,                
stimulating, and varied. Although you are required to read only three books, try to read more. By the first                   
day of school, your summer reading responses should complete and placed in one Google Doc as                
directed. You will be taught how to use Turnitin to upload your reading response Doc during your                 
orientation to the Writing Center. The included model response will show you what we would like to see                  
in this assignment. 
 
These responses will be an important initial assessment in your English class: they will be your first                 
opportunity to earn credit toward “outstanding reader” designation by your senior year, a designation that               
will fulfill one requirement for graduating in June of 2024 with a Diploma with Distinction. Yes, that                 
seems far away but, trust us, you will one day be surprised that high school is suddenly over.  
 
All the summer reading materials you need -- the JBHS Summer Reading Brochure and your               
required list, instructions, forms, assignments, and models -- are available on the Summer             
Resources 2020 link on the JBHS home page. Also see the Writing Center site under School                
Resources for even more information about reading and writing at Joel Barlow.  
 
So enjoy your reading, email me at thuminski@er9.org with any questions, and count on a warm welcome                 
on August 26, 2020.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
Tim Huminski 
Writing Center Director 
 

 
100 Black Rock Turnpike, Redding, Connecticut  06896 

Phone: (203) 938-2508; Fax: (203) 938-2959 
 

mailto:thuminski@er9.org


Summer 2020 – Required Reading List – Class of 2024  
Entering Grade 9  

Class of 2024 students are required to read three books: 
 

One asterisked book from this list 
A second book from this list (with or without an asterisk) 

A third book from the complete JBHS 2020 Summer Reading Brochure 
 

Note: All books with asterisks are available as ebooks via JBHS Learning Commons’ Destiny and Sora 
The Brochure and all summer reading instructions are available on the Summer Resources link at 

joelbarlowps.org. 

 
* The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman, Ernest J. Gaines 
 A fictionalized heroine presents an American Odyssey.  

 
* Cat’s Cradle, Kurt Vonnegut 
 Satirical commentary on modern man and his madness.  

 
* I Am Malala: The Girl Who Stood Up for Education and Was Shot by the Taliban, Malala 
Yousafzai (nf) The power of one teenager's voice to inspire change in the world.  

 
* We Were Liars, E. Lockhart 
 Prejudice, greed, and shifting patriarchal favoritism in a seemingly perfect family.  

 
Apologize, Apologize!, Elizabeth Kelly 
Coming of age in a crazy family: farce and tragedy.  

 
Dancing on the Edge, Han Nolan 
Painful struggle to take charge of life in an unusual family.  

 
Half Brother, Kenneth Oppel 
What to expect when a chimpanzee becomes part of the family. 

  
The House of the Scorpion, Nancy Farmer 
Some consider him monstrous, but little do they know Matt’s origin.  

 
I am the Great Horse, Katherine Roberts 
Alexander the Great’s fierce battles and royal life, told by his warhorse.  

 
Swimming to Antarctica, Lynne Cox (nf) 
Inspirational and beautiful account of an amazing feat. 

  
The Teacher’s Funeral, Richard Peck 
High jinks, mischief and humor in rural 1904 Indiana.  

 
The Thing About Jellyfish, Ali Benjamin  
Life, death, the wonder of the universe, as a teenager journeys to solve a mystery.  

https://www.joelbarlowps.org/UserFiles/Servers/Server_238636/File/School%20Resources/Writing%20Center/2020%20Summer%20Reading/Summer%20Reading%20Brochure%202020.pdf


 

JBHS SUMMER READING RESPONSE 
Entering Grade 9, Class of 2024 

 
Create a new Google Doc in your er9 Google account. Name the Doc: Summer Reading 2020.  

Within your Summer Reading 2020 Doc, label each of your reflections as such:  

 Choice #1 (from the Grade 9 Required Reading List with an asterisk):  

  Title/Author______________________________________________________________________  

  Choice #2 (from the Grade 9 Required Reading List with or without an asterisk):  

 Title/Author ______________________________________________________________________  

  Choice #3 (any book from the JBHS Summer Reading Brochure):  

  Title/Author______________________________________________________________________  

As you finish your required summer reading books, write a brief response to each book as directed below. 
Answer each of the following questions in brief paragraph form for each of the books read:  

1. What would you like to discuss about your book? Perhaps you’d like to talk about 
interesting characters, surprising events, the ending, etc.  

2. What confused you about the book, or what do you think others might have found 
confusing? How could you help clarify those ideas for someone else? 

3. How would you rate your level of enjoyment of the book? What influenced that? Be 
certain to refer to specific positive and/or negative aspects of the book. 

4. What if the most meaningful idea you took away from reading the book? What 
details of the book made this clear? What do you think other people might be able to 
learn from reading this book? 

Be certain to use direct quotations and specific examples from each book to support your ideas. Since you will be using                     
your responses as a basis for discussing the book with your classmates at the start of school, be certain your responses have                      
enough specific information to aid you in your discussion. You may also want to write a brief plot summary to help you                      
remember details about the book. However, your score will only be based on your clear responses to the four groups of                     
questions above. No more than one page per book, please. 

 

An important part of the program at Joel Barlow is the expectation that students strive for the highest standard of academic 
honesty. Plagiarism is defined as appropriating and putting forth as one’s own the ideas, language or creations of another 
without properly citing the source. Have your Summer Reading Response Doc completed by the first day of school, 
August 26, 2020.  During your orientation to the Writing Center, you will be shown how to upload your Summer 
Reading Doc to Turnitin where the originality of your work will be verified. 

 



MODEL

(1) There are many things about this book that I’d like to discuss.  Francie Nolan was my favorite character
because of her never-ending fight for what she wanted in life.  Despite the fact that she doesn’t have much, it still
manages to be enough for her.  Not only does she do her best in school; she actually likes it.  She has a passion for
learning, and I think that’s why she accomplishes so much throughout her life.  I would also like to talk about the
major theme of this novel as well: growing up creates many challenges, particularly in an impoverished neighbor-
hood with little money.

(2) One thing I think others might find a bit confusing is when Francie says that the tree in her yard “likes poor
people” (4). I think the tree is symbolic, as it survives without much food, light, or soil and still manages to live
despite these harsh conditions. The tree represents Francie because she also has very little, yet survives on what
she has. She, like the tree, demonstrates great endurance throughout the book to make the rest of her life better.

(3) This book scored a perfect ten on my personal enjoyment scale. While reading this book, I was completely
hooked. The details in the book made me feel like I was in the slums of Williamsburg, Brooklyn, during the early
1900s as Francie and Neely rummage through garbage bins, surrounded by concrete and decrepit brick tenements.
Smith also gives the reader clear insight into what her characters are thinking and feeling throughout the book,
making it easy to get to know the characters. The message she sends through quotes like “A person who pulls
himself up from a low environment via the boot-strap route has two choices.  Having risen above his environ-
ment, he can forget it; or, he can rise above it and never forget it and keep compassion in his heart for those he’s
left behind him in the cruel up climb” (129) inspired me. My only criticism about this book is that Smith should
have shortened the explanation of the Nolan and Rommely family tree because, for a while, it lost my interest.

(4) A Tree Grows in Brooklyn has opened my eyes to see a world I know little about, and the effect this book had
on me is an important life lesson for everyone: we all need to be more thankful for what we have. I am fortunate
enough to live in a nice house, have enough food to eat, and get many things that I want. I take these things for
granted many times. This book has shown me what it is like to live without all these luxuries. In Francie’s life,
every single penny counted to save up for what she and her family wanted. They didn’t waste a thing they had.
Taking this into consideration, we can become more aware of what we have and how fortunate we really are.

Overall, this student’s response demonstrates advanced comprehension of A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, along with 
thoughtful reflection about and analysis of it. The student thoughtfully reflects on the novel by touching on major 
ideas like character and theme. The student personally evaluates the book and uses a specific detail in the form of 
a quotation to justify her opinion. The student’s score for this response is a solid 5. 

Many thanks to Simran Jain, Class of 2007, for her original analysis of A Tree Grows in Brooklyn.

JBHS READING RECORD
Entering Grade 9 Required Summer Reading Response

As you complete your summer reading books, write a brief response to each one.  In paragraph form, please respond to 
the following questions. Be certain to use direct quotations and specific examples from the book to support your ideas. 
Since you will be using your responses as a basis for discussing the book with your classmates at the start of school, be 
certain your responses have enough specific information to aid you in your discussion. You may also want to write a 
brief plot summary to help you remember details about the book.

Book selection #1 (from the Grade 9 Required Reading List with an asterisk): A Tree Grows In Brooklyn


