
Goose Creek High School Summer Reading: ELA 3H 

Honors English III Summer Assignment – The American Experience 

During the first two weeks of school, students will take part in a seminar/writing assignment to 
discuss themes in English Honors III – i.e. American Culture and Identity. In order to prepare for 
this, students will complete the following reading assignment which is to read ONE of the 
following novels. Notes should be taken on theme, character, and important events. It may be 
beneficial to keep a dictionary with you while you read to decode words.   

1) Hillbilly Elegy, J.D. Vance * 
The Vance family story begins hopefully in postwar America. J. D.’s grandparents were “dirt poor and 
in love,” and moved north from Kentucky’s Appalachia region to Ohio in the hopes of escaping the 
dreadful poverty around them. They raised a middle-class family, and eventually one of their 
grandchildren would graduate from Yale Law School, a conventional marker of success in achieving 
generational upward mobility. But as the family saga of Hillbilly Elegy plays out, we learn that J.D.'s 
grandparents, aunt, uncle, sister, and, most of all, his mother struggled profoundly with the demands of 
their new middle-class life, never fully escaping the legacy of abuse, alcoholism, poverty, and trauma 
so characteristic of their part of America. 

2) The Book of Unknown Americans, by Cristina Henríquez 
When fifteen-year-old Maribel Rivera sustains a terrible injury, the Riveras leave behind a comfortable 
life in Mexico and risk everything to come to the United States so that Maribel can have the care she 
needs. Once they arrive, it’s not long before Maribel attracts the attention of Mayor Toro, the son of 
one of their new neighbors, who sees a kindred spirit in this beautiful, damaged outsider. Their love 
story sets in motion events that will have profound repercussions for everyone involved. Here 
Henríquez seamlessly interweaves the story of these star-crossed lovers, and of the Rivera and Toro 
families, with the testimonials of men and women who have come to the United States from all over 
Latin America. 

3) The Underground Railroad by Colson Whitehead 
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. 

4) A Prayer for Owen Meany, John Irving 

In the summer of 1953, two eleven-year-old boys—best friends—are playing in a Little League 
baseball game in Gravesend, New Hampshire. One of the boys hits a foul ball that kills the other boy's 
mother. The boy who hits the ball doesn't believe in accidents; Owen Meany believes he is God's 
instrument. What happens to Owen after that 1953 foul ball is extraordinary. 

5) The Boys in the Boat, Daniel James Brown * 
Out of the depths of the Depression comes an irresistible story about beating the odds and finding hope 
in the most desperate of times—the improbable, intimate account of how nine working-class boys from 
the American West showed the world at the 1936 Olympics in Berlin what true grit really meant. 
 
It was an unlikely quest from the start. With a team composed of the sons of loggers, shipyard workers, 
and farmers, the University of Washington’s eight-oar crew team was never expected to defeat the elite 
teams of the East Coast and Great Britain, yet they did, going on to shock the world by defeating the 
German team rowing for Adolf Hitler. The emotional heart of the tale lies with Joe Rantz, a teenager 
without family or prospects, who rows not only to regain his shattered self-regard but also to find a real 
place for himself in the world.  
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6) American War by Omar El Akkad 
Sarat Chestnut, born in Louisiana, is only six when the Second American Civil War breaks out in 
2074. But even she knows that oil is outlawed, that Louisiana is half underwater, and that unmanned 
drones fill the sky. When her father is killed and her family is forced into Camp Patience for displaced 
persons, she begins to grow up shaped by her particular time and place. But not everyone at Camp 
Patience is who they claim to be. Eventually Sarat is befriended by a mysterious functionary, under 
whose influence she is turned into a deadly instrument of war. The decisions that she makes will have 
tremendous consequences not just for Sarat but for her family and her country, rippling through 
generations of strangers and kin alike. 

7) Long Way Down, Jason Reynolds 
Jason Reynolds’s fiercely stunning novel that takes place in sixty potent seconds—the time it takes a 
kid to decide whether or not he’s going to murder the guy who killed his brother. 
 
A cannon. A strap. 
A piece. A biscuit. 
A burner. A heater. 
A chopper. A gat. 
A hammer 
A tool 
for RULE 
 
Or, you can call it a gun. That’s what fifteen-year-old Will has shoved in the back waistband of his 
jeans. See, his brother Shawn was just murdered. And Will knows the rules. No crying. No snitching. 
Revenge. That’s where Will’s now heading, with that gun shoved in the back waistband of his jeans, 
the gun that was his brother’s gun. 

8) Salvage the Bones, Jesmyn Ward 
A hurricane is building over the Gulf of Mexico, threatening the coastal town of Bois Sauvage, Mississippi, 
and Esch’s father is growing concerned. A hard drinker largely absent, he doesn’t show interest in much 
else. Esch and her three brothers are stocking food, but there isn’t much to save. Lately, Esch can’t keep 
down what food she gets; she’s fifteen and pregnant. Her brother Skeetah is sneaking scraps for his prized 
pit bull’s new litter, dying one by one in the dirt. Meanwhile, brothers Randall and Junior try to stake their 
claim in a family long on child’s play and short on parenting. 

 
 

* Indicates a nonfiction title  


