
Contemporary American Voices Booklist 2020-2021 
(Course Expectation: Read a minimum of ONE book from this list per TERM. 

Note: Some of these books may be used during second semester for more formal reading 
assignments depending on how the year goes.) 

 
 

 
Alexie, Sherman. You Don’t Have to Say You Love Me  - Author Sherman Alexie traces the relationship 
he had with his mother up until her death, as well as the haunting ghosts of his childhood on the Spokane Indian 
Reservation. (non-fiction) 
 
--. The Absolutely True Diary of a Part Time Indian - Bestselling author Sherman Alexie tells the story of 
Junior, a budding cartoonist growing up on the Spokane Indian Reservation. Determined to take his future into his 
own hands, Junior leaves his troubled school on the rez to attend an all-white farm town high school where the only 
other Indian is the school mascot. (description from Amazon) 
 
Chopin, Kate. The Awakening. Set in New Orleans and the Southern Louisiana coast at the end of the 
nineteenth century, the plot centers on Edna Pontellier and her struggle to reconcile her increasingly unorthodox 
views on femininity and motherhood with the prevailing social attitudes of the turn-of-the-century American South. It is 
one of the earliest American novels that focuses on women's issues without condescension. (unlimited free ebook) 
(description from Amazon) 
 
Finkle, Michael. The Stranger in the Woods - The true story of a man who lived alone in the woods of 
Maine for 27 years. 
 
Fry, Hannah. Hello World: Being Human in the Age of Algorithms - By weaving in relatable, real 
world stories with accessible explanations of the underlying mathematics that power algorithms, Hello 
World helps us to determine their power, expose their limitations, and examine whether they really are 
improvement on the human systems they replace. 
 
Hemingway, Ernest. The Sun Also Rises - A poignant look at the disillusionment and angst of the 
post-World War I generation, the novel introduces two of Hemingway’s most unforgettable characters: Jake Barnes 
and Lady Brett Ashley. (unlimited free ebook) (description from Amazon) 
 
Hurston, Zora Neale. Their Eyes Were Watching God - An African-American woman searches for a 
fulfilling relationship through two loveless marriages and finally finds it in the person of Tea Cake, an itinerant 
laborer and gambler. 
 
Junger, Sebastian.  Tribe:  On Homecoming and Belonging - Draws on history, psychology, and 
anthropology to discuss how the tribal connection--the instinct to belong to small groups with a clear purpose 
and common understanding--can satisfy the human quest for meaning and belonging. (non-fiction) 
 
Kidd, Sue Monk. The Invention of Wings - The story follows Hetty "Handful" Grimke, a Charleston slave, 
and Sarah, the daughter of the wealthy Grimke family. The novel begins on Sarah's eleventh birthday, when 
she is given ownership over Handful, who is to be her handmaid and follows the next thirty-five years of their 
lives.  
 



Kingsolver, Barbara.  The Bean Trees - Taylor, a poor Kentuckian, makes her way west with an 
abandoned baby girl and stops in Tucson, where she finds friends and discovers resources in apparently empty 
places. 
 
--              Pigs in Heaven - Six-year-old Turtle Green witnesses a freak accident drawing her and her mother 
into a conflict of historic proportions. 

 
Kline, Christina Baker. Orphan Train - When seventeen-year-old Molly Ayer is sent to perform community 
service at elderly Vivian Daly's home in order to avoid juvenile hall, she discovers that the two are very much 
alike, despite the vast age difference.  
 
McBride, James. The Color of Water - This national bestseller tells the story of James McBride and his 
mother--a rabbi's daughter, born in Poland and raised in the South, who fled to Harlem, married a black man, founded 
a church, and put 12 children through college. (non-fiction) 
 
Morrison, Toni. Beloved - Sethe, an escaped slave who now lives in post-Civil War Ohio, has borne the 
unthinkable and works hard at "beating back the past." She struggles to keep Beloved, an intruder, from 
gaining possession of her present while throwing off the legacy of her past. (challenging read due to writing 
complexity and emotional content… see Mrs. Lewis prior to reading) 
 
Ng, Celeste. Little Fires Everywhere - When a custody battle divides her placid town, straitlaced family 
woman Elena Richardson finds herself pitted against her enigmatic tenant and becomes obsessed with 
exposing her past, only to trigger devastating consequences for both families. 
 
O’Brien, Tim. The Things They Carried - Contains a collection related fiction short stories with recurring 
characters, interwoven plot and themes told by a foot soldier retelling his experiences in the Vietnam War. 
 
Owen, Dalia. Where the Crawdads Sing. - Kya Clark is the 'Marsh Girl' of Barkley Cove on the North 
Carolina coast. Abandoned at age ten, she has survived on her own in the marsh that she calls home. A born 
naturalist, she took life lessons from the land, learning from the false signals of fireflies the real way of this 
world. Drawn to two young men from town who were intrigued by her wild beauty, Kya opened herself to a new 
and startling world--until the unthinkable happens. When Chase Andrews is found dead, the locals immediately 
suspect Kya. 
 
Rinaldi, Tom. The Red Bandanna - The story of September 11 hero Welles Crowther that traces his 
faith-based outlook on life, position as a volunteer in his local fire department, and desire to join the FDNY, and 
how he sacrificed his life to save people trapped in the South Tower. (non-fiction) 
 
Sebold, Anne. Lucky  - The author describes the circumstances of her rape as an eighteen-year-old college 
freshman, the arrest and trial of her attacker, and her struggle to reclaim her shattered life. (non-fiction) 
 
Smith, Betty.  A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. Young Francie Nolan, having inherited both her father's 
romantic and her mother's practical nature, struggles to survive and thrive growing up in the slums of 
Brooklyn in the early twentieth century. 
 
Vance, J. D.  Hillbilly Elegy:  a Memoir of a Family and a Culture in Crisis - Vance, a former marine 
and Yale Law School graduate, provides an account of growing up in a poor Rust Belt town that offers a broader, 
probing look at the struggles of America's white working class. The decline of this group, a demographic of our 



country that has been slowly disintegrating over forty years, has been reported on with growing frequency and alarm. 
J. D. Vance tells the true story of what a social, regional, and class decline feels like when you were born with it hung 
around your neck. (non-fiction) 
 
Walls, Jeannette. The Glass Castle. - The child of an alcoholic father and an eccentric artist mother 
discusses her family's nomadic upbringing, during which she and her siblings fended for themselves while their 
parents outmaneuvered bill collectors and the authorities. (non-fiction) 
 
Ward, Jesmyn. Sing, Unburied, Sing - Living with his grandparents and sister on a Gulf Coast farm, Jojo 
navigates the challenges of his mother's addictions and his grandmother's cancer before the release of his father 
from prison prompts a road trip of anger and hope. 
 
Whitehead, Colson.  Underground Railroad - Cora is a slave on a cotton plantation in Georgia. When 
Caesar, a recent arrival from Virginia, tells her about the Underground Railroad, they decide to take a terrifying 
risk and escape. Though they manage to find a station and head north, they are being hunted. Their 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.  
 
Zomorodi, Manoush.  Bored and Brilliant: How Spacing Out Can Unlock Your Most Productive 
and Creative Self - Builds on the experiment of helping others unplug their devices and jump-start their creativity, 
including how to harness boredom's hidden benefits to increase productivity. 
 

Booklist updated 011/2020, Mrs. Pratt.  
*annotated summaries taken from NHS Destiny Library catalog (unless otherwise noted) 

 
 
 
 


