
 

NHS 11th Honors Literature & Composition 
SUMMER READING 2019 
 
What is the assignment?  
This summer, you are strongly encouraged — but not required — to read at least one of the following American 
memoirs. 
 
If it’s not required, why should I do it? 
As an American, you should read these books. They wrestle with the same themes we’ll explore in next year’s novels, 
but in a more direct, personal style that will stick in your brain for the rest of your life. Unfortunately, the limitations 
of space and time will make it impossible for us to read any of these books in their entirety. 
 
Also, if you want to write a good college essay, you must develop an ear for what good “personal writing” sounds like. 
No one can give you that ear: it’s something you have to absorb for yourself. We’ll practice this type of writing a little 
bit next year, but it isn’t the biggest focus of the course. 
 
Any tips? 
Take your time. Personal writing is slower and quieter than much of what you’re used to. Appreciating a memoir is 
like developing a good tan (which some of you will doubtless try to acquire this summer — with sunscreen, of 
course). You can’t make it happen immediately: You have to work on it slowly and patiently, at the right time of day, 
in the right state of mind, and for controlled amounts of time. Do not expect to devour any of these books in a day. 
Instead, set aside 15 minutes each day for reading your chosen book. Do it at night, before you go sleep, or when 
you’re laying on the beach. 

  Why to read  Why not to read 

Maxine Hong Kingston, The Woman 
Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among 
Ghosts 

There are tragically few well-known 
Asian-American authors, but Kingston is one of 
them. 

It may not resonate with you as much if you don’t 
come from a similar background. 

Barbara Kingsolver, Animal, Vegetable, 
Miracle: A Year of Food Life 

It’s about food!  It’s a little preachy. 

J.D. Vance, Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a 
Family and Culture in Crisis 

It offers a compassionate glimpse into a 
socioeconomic group that many in today’s 
America struggle to understand. 

It’s not exactly a “fun” read, but it’s definitely 
important. 

Ta-Nehisi Coates, Between the World and 
Me 

It’s recent, short, controversial, and will be 
considered a classic 30 years from now. 

It can come off  heavy-handed, if you disagree with 
Coates’s perspective. 

Stephen King, On Writing: A Memoir of the 
Craft 

It’s funny, conversational, and the best book on 
being a writer ever written. Hands down.  

It’s mostly about writing fiction. If that’s not your 
area of interest, you might not find it useful. 

Robert Pirsig, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle 
Maintenance 

It’s one of those very niche books that will either 
lose you after 5 pages or blow your mind. 

If you aren’t interested in philosophy, this one is 
not for you. 

Barack Obama, Dreams from My Father  It’s beautifully and thoughtfully-written, and 
will probably be a classic one day. 

It’s on the long side. 

Cheryl Strayed, Wild: From Lost to Found 
on the Pacific Crest Trail 

It was made into a film, and is probably one of 
the easier books on this list. 

It’s by a woman writing from a very specific place 
in her life — a place that may or may not resonate 
with you right now. 

Bill Bryson, A Walk in the Woods: 
Rediscovering America on the Appalachian 
Trail 

It’s not a very difficult read.  If you’re a die-hard Southerner, you might find 
Bryson’s Northern superiority off-putting. 

Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird: Some 
Instructions on Writing and Life 

It’s one of the most encouraging books on 
writing ever written. 

If you aren’t interested in writing, especially fiction, 
this might not be for you. 

Rick Bragg, All Over But the Shoutin’  Bragg is both hilarious and an extraordinary 
memoirist. 

If your family isn’t originally from the South, this 
one might not resonate with you. 

John Steinbeck, Travels with Charley in 
Search of America 

One of the greatest American writers takes a 
road trip with his dog. Enough said. 

You don’t like dogs. Or roadtrips. 

 


