
The list below is a working document, meaning it is reviewed and updated annually following the

guidelines outlined in the Oklahoma Academic Standards.  All books on this list have been reviewed for

use by the EPS ELA Lit Review Committee.  The review notes below reflect the opinions of the review

committees. All summaries are from professional sources expressing objective reviews.

Grade 6 English
Freak the Mighty by Rodman Philbrick 
(2nd Semester)

Use: Whole Class Read

Summary: Rodman Philbrick’s Freak the Mighty is a wonderful story of friendship between two outcast

boys who are bullied. One main character has a learning disability and lives with his grandparents

because his father was put in prison for murdering his mother. He and his best friend, who’s disabled and

uses crutches to walk, endure cruel and emotionally painful treatment at school from their fellow

students for being “different.” Despite the inherent seriousness of these themes, kids will enjoy the

funny writing, quirky and likable characters, high imagination, and suspense. The book also includes a

humorous dictionary. *Common Sense Media

Review Notes:

● Teacher-led discussions are important to fully support young readers in digesting the serious themes of

the text

●Stimulates discussions about personal challenges, both physical & emotional

●Supports students in empathizing with people with disabilities.

●Supports inclusion and acceptance of peers.

●Aids students with vocabulary growth

Alternate Text: El Deafo by Cece Bell

Refugee by Alan Gratz

Use: Whole Class Read

Summary: After the horror of Kristallnacht, Josef’s family knows it’s time to leave Germany. In 1994,

Isabel hunts for gasoline for the homemade boat that will help her family and neighbors flee Cuba. In

2015, Mahmoud’s family is shell-shocked from the long war in Syria, hoping a perilous trek out of Aleppo

can bring them to a more peaceful land. Gratz’s triptych of alternating refugee stories delivers a

gut-wrenching look at the terror of escaping a homeland that offers only repression or death. The young

narrators are strongly rendered players in their own family dramas. Josef details the betrayal of Jewish

refugees on board the St. Louis, denied asylum by Cuba in 1939. Isabel recounts the shark attack on her

flimsy boat in open waters. Mahmoud knows he will “never forget that feeling of paralyzing terror, of

powerlessness” in the face of death and humiliation as he bravely soldiers on to Europe. Some readers

may prefer to read each story sequentially rather than in separated chapters, but this is a haunting

fictional treatment of historic events. * Booklist

Review Notes:

●Teacher led discussions are integral to supporting students in understanding complex storylines as well

as purveying difficult content.



●Historically accurate text contextualizes historical events

●Enriches students in learning about global cultures, perspectives, and experiences

●Supports conversations about personal struggles and endurance

●Includes elevated storytelling that engages young readers

Alternate Text: Goodbye, Vietnam by Gloria Whelan

6th Grade Literacy
City of Ember by Jeanne DuPrau

Use: Whole Class Read or Lit Circles (Preferred)

Summary: Jeanne DuPrau’s City of Ember is an engaging dystopian sci-fi story about two young teens in a

race against time to save their city before the lights in Ember go out forever. This action adventure, set in

a post-apocalyptic world, tells a story about learning to work together, conquer fears, and uncover the

truth against the odds. DuPrau teaches critical thinking skills by having relatable characters solve a

mystery. Young readers will enjoy the drama, intrigue, and healthy friendship that develops between the

female and male main characters. * Common Sense Media

Review Notes:

●Engaging mystery/adventure novel

●Great use of imagery

●Mild text that is appropriate for more sensitive readers

Alternate Text: Gregor the Overlander by Suzanne Collins

Hatchet by Gary Paulsen

Use: Whole Class Read or Lit Circles (Preferred Use)

Summary: Hatchet is an intense, fast, and exciting read. The main character is a 13-year-old boy whose

parents are divorced. He survives a plane crash in the Canadian wilderness en route to visit his father

and must use the hatchet his mother once gave him to stay alive. Many kids report that this is the first

school-assigned book they fell in love with. * Common Sense Media

Review Notes:

●Trans-generational classic

●Multiple enrichment opportunities

●Supports students in learning about self-reliance and persevering through difficulties

●Engaging first-person narration

●Supports students in learning about nature, the natural world, and survival

Alternate Text: Peak by Roland Smith

Out of My Mind by Sharon M. Draper
Use: Whole Class Read or Lit Circle Choice

Summary: Coretta Scott King Award-winning author Sharon M. Draper's Out of My Mind is narrated by a

girl with cerebral palsy who is very intelligent but unable to express herself verbally or physically. When



Melody is integrated into some general classes at school, many kids are purposely mean; others,

including teachers, are cruel through their assumptions that Melody is incapable of understanding them.

With the help of her parents and some supportive friends and teachers, Melody acquires a machine that

allows her to communicate better than she ever has before. This gains her a measure of peer acceptance

-- but also opens her up to hurt when she realizes she can never really be like everyone else. Ultimately,

Melody's self-acceptance, sense of humor, and loving nature are inspiring. Out of My Mind supports

middle school students about what it's like to have a physical disability and helps them understand why

they shouldn't take their own abilities for granted. Readers get a window into Melody's mind that will

inspire empathy and an understanding that we never really know what's inside a person, despite

appearances. *Common Sense Media

Review Notes:

●Compelling and relatable story

●Supports students in understanding what it’s like to live with a disability

●Encourages students to think about different forms of communication

●Encourages empathy and understanding

Alternate Text: Insignificant Events in the Life of a Cactus by Dusti Bowling

Flipped by Wendelin Van Draanen

Use: Whole Class Read or Lit Circles (Preferred Use)

Summary: The author of the popular Sammy Keyes mysteries proves herself just as good at writing a

charming romance. From the moment seven-year-old Bryce moves into the neighborhood, Julianna is

enthralled: "It's his eyes . . . they're dazzling." Bryce, on the other hand, is horrified. In typical

second-grade boy fashion, he believes that "All I've ever wanted is for Juli Baker to leave me alone. "Six

years later, however, the two have flipped: now Bryce is enthralled with Juli's uniqueness, and Juli is

repulsed by Bryce's selfish immaturity. Told in alternate chapters from each teen's perspective, this is a

wry character study, a romance with substance and subtlety. Juli gradually learns the painful lesson that

she must look beyond gorgeous eyes and popularity. Bryce slowly realizes his grandfather's wisdom:

"Every once in a while you'll find someone iridescent, and when you do, nothing will ever compare."

Both teens realize that standing up for what--and whom--they believe can be a difficult challenge, one

faced best with true friends and close family. * Booklist

Review Notes:

●Classic romantic comedy of errors

●Alternating narration supports students in understanding complex texts

●Aids students in discussing not to judge people from first impressions

●Supports students in understanding that relationships grow and change over time

Alternate Text: No More Dead Dogs by Gordon Korman

Running Dream by Wendelin Van Draanen

Use: Whole Class Read



Summary: A girl learns to run again in this inspirational story of recovery from a terrible accident and

from insensitivity. Sixteen-year-old Jessica lives to run. She’s a track star, but she loses her leg when an

uninsured driver hits her school bus. The tale follows Jessica’s initial despair and growing confidence as

she struggles to cope with her disability and her father works to pay medical bills. At last the community

rallies round her with a fund drive to buy her a prosthetic running leg. Meanwhile, Jessica makes friends

with Rosa, a bright girl with cerebral palsy whom she had never noticed before. She decides to help Rosa

as her friends have helped her, but Jessica’s decision to push the wheelchair-bound girl through a

10-mile race might be too ambitious. Despite the story’s focus on Jessica’s emotional rollercoaster ride,

Pollyanna would feel right at home there. Nevertheless, the pace of Van Draanen’s prose matches

Jessica’s at her swiftest. Readers will zoom through the book just as Jessica blazes around the track. A

lively and lovely story. * Kirkus Reviews

Review Notes:

●Important themes of friendship, patience, grief, pain, and recovery

●Great example of first-person, female, athlete protagonist

●Supports discussion about overcoming tragic events and perseverance

●Encourages empathy and understanding

Alternate Text: Insignificant Events in the Life of a Cactus by Dusti Bowling

The War that Saved My Life by Kimberly Brubaker Bradley

Use: Whole Class Read

Summary: The War That Saved My Life, which was named a 2016 Newbery Honor book, is a standout

coming-of-age story set in the English countryside during World War II. Wartime brings new, scary things

into the characters' lives, from bomb shelters and destroyed homes to the plane crashes that kill the

pilots at the nearby air base. Far more troubling, especially to sensitive readers, is the character of Ada

and Jamie's abusive mother, who regularly smacks the kids around and has kept Ada, born with a

clubfoot, locked up in one room her whole life -- and who hangs ominously in the background when the

kids land in the country, where they experience care and kindness for the first time in their lives. Kids

and adults will cheer for Ada as she discovers she has value and learns to stand up for herself -- but will

her mother take the kids back and destroy it all? There's lots of historical detail about World War II in

England, from the evacuation of kids to the countryside to details about British military planes. *

Common Sense Media

Review Notes:

●Historical Fiction aids students in learning about WWII

●Supports students in vocabulary growth

●A highly relatable text that engages readers and supports discussion

●Builds empathy for those living with disabilities/ abusive circumstances

●Reminds students that they can overcome obstacles and trauma

●Supports readers in understanding trauma and recovery and the power of personal connections

●Includes positive message and role models

Alternate Text: Tuck Everlasting by Natalie Babbitt



Lemons by Melissa Savage

Use: Whole Class Read or Lit Circles

Summary: Lemonade Liberty Witt has just lost her mother and has been uprooted from her home in

1970s San Francisco to live with her estranged grandfather in Willow Creek, CA. Lem's grandfather is a

Bigfoot enthusiast, though not quite as enthusiastic as Tobin Sky, the boy next door, who quickly

embraces Lem as a confidant. Lem must learn to cope with her own pain while understanding others', all

while helping Tobin run the local Bigfoot Detective Inc. Debut author Savage is a child and family

therapist, and her insights into child grief are clear in the narrative. Lemon's emotions are front and

center, complemented by those of her grandfather. Later on, it's discovered that Tobin is dealing with the

loss of his father, who was reported MIA in Vietnam. This extra layer is a little much for the story to

handle at times, but it does lead to a sweet and hopeful ending. The book is well paced, with plenty of

humor to balance the heavy themes. Lem is a likable character, and while her relationship with one of

her former teachers is implausibly Matilda-esque, her feelings and reactions are relatable. Though she

doesn't get her mother back, she does learn how to rebuild her life in a way that is full of love and

happiness. An enjoyable and welcome exploration of sorrow, healing, and friendship. * School Library

Journal

Review Notes:

●Engaging read with interesting characters and plot twists

●Supports students in understanding the process of grief and healing

●Focuses on the value of friendship

●Strong use of figurative language

●Contextualizes the 70s and Vietnam War era

Alternate Text: The Unteachables by Gordon Korman


