
Memoir 8th Grade Suggested Summer Reading List 
 

Students will be expected to read two books over the summer; one must will be a memoir chosen by the 
student. As with all books in 8th grade, it’s important to remember that in today’s society we are faced with 
many difficult issues and situations. These issues speak to our most basic human instincts, curiosities and 
needs. Therefore, we will more than likely come across them through the literature we read. As individuals, 
we all have various opinions when interpreting what is and is not deemed appropriate for our children. We 
respect those opinions and feel that it is your responsibility as parents and guardians to ensure that the 
materials your child reads fall within those guidelines. We encourage you to keep this in mind while helping 
your child select the books that they read throughout the year, starting with our Summer Reading 
Assignment. 
  
Memoirs: Students will be examining “Memoirs” at the beginning of the year, within the context of both 
reading and writing. Choose from the list below or one of your own. Once you are done reading this book, 
you will write a literary analysis focusing on the following:  

● Introduction-Title and author, and why you chose to read this book  
● Character analysis- strengths and weaknesses of major characters 
● Connections to your life, experiences, or knowledge 
● Conclusion-Final thoughts about the book, author, effects on your future reading  

 
The memoirs below are not sorted by reading level. However, the Lexile range and grade level are available 
to help you choose a book that is within your reading level. The Lexile number indicates the basic reading 
level of the book, based on vocabulary and usage (but not on content). Information on Lexile score ranges 
can be found at www.lexile.com. The Grade level also takes into consideration the content of the actual 
story in the book. Truly advanced readers will delve deeper into any text regardless of the Lexile range, and 
struggling readers can surprise themselves when they step out of their comfort zone. We encourage you to 
simply choose a book that you are capable of reading and will enjoy while sitting by the pool this summer. 
You have a variety of texts to choose from for your memoir book assignment. Students may choose a book 
from the list below, or use family, friends and your local librarian as a resource in finding just the right 
memoir! 
 

 

Positive : Surviving My Bullies, Finding Hope, and Living to Change the World by 
Paige Rawl 

Paige Rawl thinks of herself as many things: a daughter, a student, a beauty queen, an athlete, a friend. 
She is a girl born with HIV, as well, but that was never something she thought about much until the day 
she casually mentioned her HIV-positive status to a friend. Within hours, everyone at her middle school 

http://www.lexile.com/


knew, and Paige would spend the next few years shunned, taunted, and bullied by students and teachers alike. 
Eventually, the abuse got so intense that she tried to take her own life. Now 19, having survived that and worse, Rawl 
offers this poignant, introspective memoir that combats in equal parts the stigma that lingers around HIV/AIDS and the 
still-raging bullying epidemic so prevalent in middle and high schools today. Rawl is unfailingly gracious, upbeat but never 
saccharine, and wise and reflective beyond her years. Her memoir provides an excellent perspective to the anti-bullying 
movement and would be a valuable addition to any collection. Lexile: HL 730 Grade: 9 
 

I am Malala : How One Girl Stood Up for Education and Changed the World by 
Malala Yousafzai 

The Nobel Peace Prize winner Malala Yousafzai retells her experiences at home and at school and 
discusses the impact of the Taliban presence in Pakistan. Her strong voice and ideals come across on 
every page, emphasizing how her surroundings and supportive family helped her become the relevant 
figure she is today. Yousafzai highlights the importance of school and how it was the only space where 
she felt empowered. Although at times the transitions between personal accounts and historical 
background feel abrupt, Yousafzai effectively summarizes her story and her advocacy for girls' education, 

peace, and human rights. Above all, she stresses that she doesn't want to be known as the girl shot by the Taliban but 
rather as a young person who actively fought for education. Lexile: 830 Grade: 6 and up 
 
 
 

Rock 'n' Roll Soldier by Dean Ellis Kohler 
The war memoir gets a unique spin with Kohler’s recollection of his time playing rock and roll in the 
Vietnam jungle. The 19-year-old Kohler arrives in Qui Nhon in 1967 as part of a new military-police 
company, but his mind is on the record deal his band had to turn down when he received his draft notice. 
Word of his talent gets around, though, and soon Kohler and three fellow privates are buying instruments 
from local merchants and rehearsing covers of everyone from Herman’s Hermits to the Velvet 
Underground. Their band—the Electrical Banana—quickly becomes the in-demand entertainment for 
nearby companies, and Kohler is determined to play every gig, even when it means traveling unarmed 
through VC territory. As scenes of panic and carnage alternate with the wild cheering of weary soldiers, 
the theme hits you in the gut: the restorative power of music is real, and no band, no matter how famous, 

could have been any more important than the Electrical Banana. A sober but ultimately inspiring read. Lexile: HL 630 
Grade: 9 
 

 
Teen Angst… Naaah by Ned Vizzini 

Ned Vizzini writes about the weird, funny, and sometimes mortifying moments that made up his teen 
years. With wit, irony, and honesty, Teen Angst? Naaah . . . invites you into Ned's world of school, 
parents, cool (and almost cool), street people, rock bands, friends, fame, camp, sex (sort of), Cancun 
(almost), prom, beer, video games, and more. Lexile: Unavailable Grade: 7 and up 

 

 
 

Popular : Vintage Wisdom for a Modern Geek by Maya Van Waganen 

It’s not an unfamiliar story: a girl on the lower end of the popularity scale decides to reinvent herself. But 
Maya Van Wagenen, tired of being a “social outcast” at her Texas middle school, is far from fictional. The 
then-eighth-grader unearthed a 1950s guide to popularity and underwent an experiment: to follow all the 
instructions in the book, no matter how outdated, and document the results for a year. So, dressed in 



pearls and girdles, Maya begins. It’s a touching–and touchingly honest–memoir, as Maya navigates the pitfalls of the 
eighth grade and her experiment. Though she receives a fair amount of teasing, she does ultimately become more 
popular as she grows out of her comfort zone, takes an interest in other people, and learns that simple kindnesses are the 
most effective way to reach others. Maya’s voice is fresh and frank, and her experiences at a middle school near the 
Mexican border provide an often overlooked perspective. Lexile: 730 Grade: 7 and up 

 

 
We Should Hang Out Sometime by Josh Sundquist 
Sundquist, a motivational speaker, author, and Paralympic ski racer (he lost his left leg to Ewing's 
sarcoma at age nine), has had terrible luck with the ladies. In this laugh-out-loud memoir, he attempts to 
figure out why he can't catch a break, exploring the matter scientifically by analyzing and hypothesizing 
about each of his failed relationships, starting with his first girlfriend in the eighth grade. Sundquist tracks 
down the various women he's dated and interviews them to test his hypotheses. Each section of the book 
is dedicated to a different girlfriend and time period in Josh's life. His various theories are often illustrated 
through hilarious charts and graphs, adding to the lab report feel of the book. This is a unique, earnest, 

and funny coming-of-age story about Sundquist's experiences as a cancer survivor, amputee, Paralympic ski racer, and 
motivational speaker. Lexile: 830 Grade: 8 and up 
 
 

 
I Will Always Write Back: How One Letter Changed Two Lives by Caitlin Alifirenka 
and Martin Ganda 
The true story of two young pen pals who forge a life-altering connection. In 1997, Caitlin, a typical 
12-year-old girl from a middle class American family, began writing to Martin, a studious 14-year-old from a 
Zimbabwe slum. In her letters, Caitlin described her life, which consisted of shopping trips, quarrels with 
friends, and problems at school. Martin was initially far more circumspect in his responses. Inflation had 
rocketed in Zimbabwe, and even finding money for postage was a struggle for the boy. Staying in school, 

which required paying costly fees, became merely a dream. Eventually, Martin revealed the harsh realities of his life to 
Caitlin, who began sending money and gifts. What started as chatty letters turned into a lifeline for Martin and his family, 
as Caitlin and her parents strive to help the boy stay in school and achieve his goal of studying at an American university. 
Lexile: 790 Grade: 6 and up 
 
 

 
Rapture Practice by Aaron Hartzler 
Aaron Hartzler grew up in a home where he was taught that at any moment the Rapture could happen — 
that Jesus might come down in the twinkling of an eye and scoop Aaron and his whole family up to Heaven. 
As a kid, he was thrilled by the idea that every moment of every day might be his last one on Earth. But as 
Aaron turns sixteen, he finds himself more attached to his earthly life and curious about all the things his 
family forsakes for the Lord. He begins to realize he doesn’t want the Rapture to happen just yet — not 
before he sees his first movie, stars in the school play, or has his first kiss. Lexile: 850 Grade: 9  

 
 
 

The Year We Disappeared: A Father-Daughter Memoir by Cylin Busby 
When Cylin Busby was nine years old, she was obsessed with Izod clothing, the Muppets, and her pet 
box turtle. Then, in the space of a night, everything changed. Her police officer father, John, was driving 
to work when someone leveled a shotgun at his window. Overnight, the Busbys went from being the 
"family next door" to one under 24-hour armed guard, with police escorts to school, and no contact with 



friends. Worse, the shooter was still on the loose, and it seemed only a matter of time before he'd come after John--or 
someone else in the family--again. With their lives unraveling around them, and few choices remaining for a future that 
could ever be secure, the Busby family left everything and everyone they had ever known...and simply disappeared. 
Lexile: 940 Grade: 9  

 
 

 
To Timbuktu by Casey Scieszka and Steven Weinberg 
To Timbuktu is a travelogue that will provide great inspiration for teenagers and young adults who are 
looking for adventure and self-discovery. After college graduation, Scieszka and her boyfriend set off on 
an almost two-year jaunt to various parts of Asia and Africa where they lived, worked, and learned far 
from their homes in the States. She journaled with words while Weinberg did so with sketched 
illustrations, and the result is an appealing and engaging tale of the ups and downs of their journey. 
Lexile: Unavailable Grade: 9  

 
 

 
Hidden Girl: The True Story of a Modern Day Child-Slave by Shyima Hall 
Shyima Hall was born in Egypt on September 29, 1989, the seventh child of desperately poor parents. 
When she was eight, her parents sold her into slavery. Shyima then moved two hours away to Egypt's 
capital city of Cairo to live with a wealthy family and serve them eighteen hours a day, seven days a 
week. When she was ten, her captors moved to Orange County, California, and smuggled Shyima with 
them. Two years later, an anonymous call from a neighbor brought about the end of Shyima's 

servitude—but her journey to true freedom was far from over. Lexile: 970 Grade: 7  

 
 

 
The Glass Castle by Jeannette Walls 
Walls, who spent years trying to hide her childhood experiences, allows the story to spill out in this 
remarkable recollection of growing up. From her current perspective as a contributor to MSNBC online, 
she remembers the poverty, hunger, jokes, and bullying she and her siblings endured, and she looks 
back at her parents: her flighty, self-indulgent mother, a Pollyanna unwilling to assume the responsibilities 
of parenting, and her father, troubled, brilliant Rex, whose ability to turn his family's downward-spiraling 
circumstances into adventures allowed his children to excuse his imperfections until they grew old 
enough to understand what he had done to them--and to himself. His grand plans to build a home for the 

family never evolved: the hole for the foundation of the "The Glass Castle,"as the dream house was called, became the 
family garbage dump, and, of course, a metaphor for Rex Walls 'life. Shocking, sad, and occasionally bitter, this gracefully 
written account speaks candidly, yet with surprising affection, about parents and about the strength of family ties--for both 
good and ill.Lexile: 1010 Grade: 9  
 
 
 
 
 



 
Brown Girl Dreaming  by Jacqueline Woodson 
The author shares her childhood memories and reveals the first sparks that ignited her writing 
career in free-verse poems about growing up as an African American in the North and South in 
the 1960’s and 1970’s. 
 
* Awarded the Newbery Honor, the National Book Award for Young People’s Literature, the 
Coretta Scott King Book Award, and an NAACP Image Award for Outstanding Literary Work- 
youth/teens. Age Range: 10 to 14 

 
 
Maus: A Survivor’s Tale by Art Spiegelman  
A memoir about Vladek Spiegleman, a Jewish survivor of Hitler's Europe, and about his son, a 
cartoonist who tries to come to terms with his father, his story, and with history itself. Cartoon format 
portrays Jews as mice and Nazis as cats. 
 
* Awarded ALA Notable Children’s Books 1995, New York Public Library Books for the Teen Age 1998, 
Pulitzer Prize 1992 
 
 
 

 
 
Bad Boy by Walter Dean Myers 
While growing up in a poor family in Harlem, Myers’s hope for a successful future diminishes 
as he comes to realize fully the class and racial struggles that surrounded him. He begins to 
doubt himself and the values that he had always relied on, attending high school less and 
less, turning to the streets and to his books for comfort. 
 
* Awarded the ALA Notable Children’s Books 2002, Recommended by Ms. Nickoloff, KCMS 
Digital Teacher Librarian 
 

 
 
How Dare the Sun Rise: Memoirs of a War Child   by Abigail Pesta 

This profoundly moving memoir is the remarkable and inspiring true story of Sandra 
Uwiringiyimana, a girl from the Democratic Republic of the Congo who tells the tale of how she 
survived a massacre, immigrated to America, and overcame her trauma through art and 
activism. 

Sandra was just ten years old when she watched as rebels gunned down her mother and 
six-year-old sister in a refugee camp. Remarkably, Sandra escaped. Thus began a new life for 

her and her surviving family members. With no home and no money, they struggled to stay alive. Eventually, 
through a United Nations refugee program, they moved to America, only to face yet another ethnic disconnect. 
Sandra may have crossed an ocean, but there was now a much wider divide she had to overcome. And it 
started with middle school in New York. 

In this memoir, Sandra tells the story of her survival, of finding her place in a new country, of her hope for the 
future, and how she found a way to give voice to her people. 

* Awarded New York Public Library's Best Books for Teens, Goodreads Choice Awards Nonfiction Finalist, 
Chicago Public Library's Best of the Best Books for Teens: Nonfiction, YALSA's 2018 Quick Picks List 
 
 
 



 
 

Be Prepared by Vera Brosgol 
 

All Vera wants to do is fit in--but that's not easy for a Russian girl in the suburbs. Her friends 
live in fancy houses and their parents can afford to send them to the best summer camps. 
Vera's single mother can't afford that sort of luxury, but there's one summer camp in her price 
range--Russian summer camp. 

Vera is sure she's found the one place she can fit in, but camp is far from what she imagined. 
And nothing could prepare her for all the "cool girl" drama, endless Russian history lessons, and outhouses 
straight out of nightmares! 
 
* Recommended by Ms. Nickoloff, KCMS Digital Teacher Librarian 






