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Upper Elementary 

 

The Terrible Two, by Mac Barnett 

“Welcome to Yawnee Valley, an idyllic place with rolling green hills that slope down to creeks, and cows 

as far as the eye can see. Some facts about Yawnee Valley: If you placed all of Yawnee Valley’s cows in a 

stack, they would extend to the moon and back. In 1836, due to a balloting error, a cow was elected 

mayor of Yawnee Valley. If you stand next to a cow for a whole day, you will hear that cow moo one 

hundred times or less. Counting moos is a popular pastime in Yawnee Valley. All this makes Yawnee 

Valley a very exciting place if you’re enthusiastic about cows. Miles Murphy was not enthusiastic about 

cows.” 

Miles has left his apartment building, his bedroom, his favorite candy supplier Max’s Market, and, most 

importantly, his two best friends behind for life in the country. It’ll be great, his mom says, he’ll have a 

yard and a bigger room! Starting over stinks, especially in a boring town like Yawnee Valley. But Miles 

has a surefire way to establish a great reputation at his new school: his record as the best prankster that 

his old school had ever seen. He is the king of pranking. Admiration and popularity are guaranteed. 

The first sign that things may not work out the way he hoped is waiting for him when he arrives for the 

first day of school. It all looks typical: the flagpole, the kids, the hedges, the trees, and the “squat brick 

building in the shape of a squat brick.” What is not so typical is the car, parked sideways on the steps, 

blocking the front door. “Miles smiled for the first time since leaving his old town. That was a pretty 

good prank. Then he stopped smiling. It was a very good prank. He frowned. It appeared this school 

already had a prankster. A very good prankster.” Amid the sounds of the school bell, the car alarm, and 

a crowd of excited students, Miles comes to a chilling conclusion. “If Miles wasn’t the school prankster, 

he was nobody.” 

What follows includes one furious principal, his mean son, perfect student Niles, lots of cows, and the 

most epic pranking war ever. Who is the master prankster at Yawnee Valley Science and Letters 

Academy? Can Miles top him? This book will teach you some devious pranks, strategies for surviving 

your first year in a new school, and may get you in trouble during silent reading time because you’ll be 

laughing out loud! 

 

Circus Mirandus, by Cassie Beasley 

Through stories told during his final days to his young grandson Micah, Ephraim Tuttle takes us back in 

time to a world of magic and mystery. As a child, Ephraim visited the beach. He saw the ocean turn to 

glass and heard music across the dunes. He had been called to Circus Mirandus. It was here that he saw 

The Man Who Bends Light. During his time at Circus Mirandus, The Main Who Bends Light took Ephraim 

to another time—when the war was over and his father came home. His father always came home at 

Circus Mirandus. Knowing his time at Circus Mirandus was short, Ephraim showed the Lightbender a 

magic trick—one that truly impressed the Lightbender. As his ticket was about to expire, the 

Lightbender granted Ephraim a miracle (one he wanted years to collect). A letter to the Lightbender with 

the closing phrase, “I need you now,” sets the story in motion. 
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As an old man, Ephraim will need his grandson’s help to reach the Lightbender and have his miracle 

granted. But with Micah’s great-aunt Gertrude preventing Micah from visiting his grandfather, will 

Micah be able to help find the Lightbender and save his grandfather in time? 

With help from a talking parrot, a quipu, books about traveling circuses, a mysterious photograph, and 

his friend Jenny, Micah soon finds himself following the wind at midnight to Circus Mirandus and The 

Man Who Bends Light. 

 

My Near-Death Adventures (99% True!), by Alison DeCamp 

12-year-old Stanley Slater has always wanted to know his long-lost father, whom he always believed to 

be dead. But when his granny arrives one day with a top secret letter that he’s not allowed to read, Stan 

begins to wonder if his long-last dad is actually still alive and is in fact a potential hero, cowboy, outlaw, 

or someone else very important. Perhaps he’s even hiding out in his uncle’s logging camps in Michigan! 

And who better to find him than manly Stan himself? 

But Stan’s quest in the logging camps turns out to be a near-death adventure, fraught with pesky 

relatives, killer lumberjacks, and poisonous pies! Between fending off his obnoxious cousin Geri, his 

granny (who is as hairy as a Loup Garou and 99.9% evil), and not to mention his Mama’s many suitors 

(most notably, Cold-Blooded Killer Stinky Pete), Stan’s got his work cut out for him. 

It’s a wild ride for Stan as he tries to figure out what it takes to become a true manly man, and he 

documents it all in his stupendous scrapbook, filled with 200 black-and-write 19th-century 

advertisements and photos, supplemented with his own personal commentary and doodles. 

 

Stella by Starlight, by Sharon M. Draper 

The year is 1932, and Stella lives in Bumblebee, North Carolina—part of the segregated South. 

Everything is separate for black folks: schools, stores, and even drinking fountains. Some white people 

are nice, but many more are not. Stella likes to step outside and sit on her porch to write at night when 

she’s supposed to be sleeping. But late one night, later than she ever should have been out, Stella and 

her little brother see something they were never supposed to see: nine robed figures dressed all in 

white. The Klan. The first signal of unwelcome changes to come. Soon after that, her neighbor’s house is 

burned to the ground to keep him from voting. As Stella’s community is turned upside down, she 

decides to stand strong against local prejudices and discovers her own courage as she faces learning 

challenges, racism, and life-threatening danger to her loved ones. 

 

George, by Alex Gino 

When we meet George, she seems like any 4th-grade girl who is no longer interested in the toys she 

hasn’t played with for years or the stuffed animals from her younger days. George is interested in 

magazines, fashion and style, and she daydreams about being on the pages of the magazines, laughing 

with the other girls. But George doesn’t look like the girls in the schools, and George is not a nickname 

for Georgia. George looks like a boy, but she knows she’s a girl. 
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Hiding her Girl’s Life magazines from her older brother and mother, crying about Charlotte’s death in 

class, having to use the boy’s bathroom at school, and getting into a fight with the class bully are the 

least of George’s worries. Being called a boy and a man really makes her uneasy. How can she let 

everyone know that George is really Melissa? Will she have the courage to talk to her mom about who 

she really is? What about her friend Kelly? Will Kelly still be her friend when she finds out? 

The lead role in the school play, Charlotte’s Web, may just be the opportunity George needs to let 

everyone know who she is. With help from Kelly, George practices for auditioning the role as Charlotte. 

While Kelly schemes the perfect plan, George finds her place in the school play and astounds everyone 

with her courage. 

 

Fish in a Tree, by Lynda Mullaly Hunt 

Ally is a 6th-grader who has been at seven schools in seven years. At each one she finds herself in the 

same place—struggling to learn to read and write. Even when she tries her hardest, her teachers tell her 

to try harder. To handle the stress, she makes movies in her mind instead of doing her assignments, 

which leads her to the principal’s office. The cycle continues because her teachers think she is just 

stalling or misbehaving.  

At home she has a Sketchbook of Impossible Things, like a drawing of a snowman working in a furnace 

factory or a fish in a tree. Her creative ideas come out in her drawings, but no one at schools knows this 

side of her life and how smart and creative she is. Even her family can’t understand why she keeps 

getting in trouble for not doing her work and for doing things to get attention. 

But this year, her teacher is leaving to have a baby, and a new teacher is hired to finish the year. The 

new teacher, Mr. Daniels, is different. He takes time to get to know the students in class and lets Ally 

know that in order to encourage her to do her work on time, he will not be sending her to the principal’s 

office. Ally begins to trust him. Mr. Daniels takes the time to understand that Ally cannot read or write 

and that she has been bravely trying to hide that fact for years. Ally learns that it is okay to ask for help, 

and when she does ask for help, the impossible begins to be possible. 

 

Roller Girl, by Victoria Jamieson 

Astrid and Nicole have always been best friend and have always enjoyed doing everything together. 

Then Astrid’s mom takes them to see the Rose City Rollers roller derby team at Oaks Park in Portland. 

They look fierce! They have crazy names like The Blast Unicorn and Scald Eagle. They have weird hair, 

tattoos, strange outfits, and creepy makeup. When the derby starts, the skaters are laughing and having 

a great time. The jammer Rainbow Bite looks like a superhero. Astrid can’t take her eyes off of the game. 

Nicole is looking for cute boys. When Astrid signs up for roller derby camp, she assumes that Nicole will, 

too. But Nicole would rather go to dance camp. 

Roller derby is tough. Astrid is exhausted, bruised, and frustrated on the first day of camp, but she is 

determined to keep trying. She gets better, tougher, stronger, and dyes her hair a cool shade of blue. 

Trying to stay friends with Nicole, who is loving ballet, boys, and her new friend at dance camp, is tough, 

too. 
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This graphic novel is by Portland author Victoria Jamieson, who is a Rose City Roller herself, and it’s a 

great book about determination, dealing with the changes life throws at you when you’re growing up 

and away from who you used to be, and finding the one thing that you want to do more than anything 

else. Oh yes, and it’s also about lots of skating action, cool socks, and a bunch of characters that 

everyone can relate to. 

 

Unusual Chickens for the Exceptional Poultry Farmer, by Kelly Jones 

Sophie Brown and her family move from Los Angeles to the farm that was left to her dad by her great 

uncle Jim. Farming is all new to Sophie and her family, but her dad is convinced that they can return the 

farm to what he remembers visiting when he was a teenager. Sophie is not convinced that it will be that 

easy, especially when she begins to encounter first one, then several, unusual chickens wandering 

around the farm. Little does she realize that unusual chickens and their return will lead to a mystery and 

eventually to a way to claim not just the land that her great uncle Jim has left them, but his legacy, too. 
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Middle School 

 

The War That Saved My Life, by Kimberly Brubaker Bradley 

Ten-year old Ada has spent her whole life trapped in a miserable little apartment in London, sometimes 

shoved in a cupboard and starving, with her abusive mother and little brother, Jamie. Ada has a 

clubfoot, and her mother is ashamed of her “crippled” daughter and doesn’t want anybody to know 

about her disability, so she never lets Ada out. Ada’s only interaction with other people is waving out of 

the apartment’s tiny, dirty window. 

When Jamie brings home news from school about the war and about London possibly being bombed, 

Ada decides to finally take action. Children are being sent out of London to live with families in the 

country, where it’s safer. If her mother won’t care for her own children, Ada will have to do it herself. 

But Ada can’t walk without being in pain, so she scoots and crawls most of the way, but the two children 

finally make it to the train station and to a new house in the country…and Ada’s life changes forever. 

As Ada begins to realize her own self-worth and all of the things she is capable of, it becomes harder and 

harder to imagine returning to life in London with her mother. She is not worthless, she is not repulsive, 

she is not shameful—and she will no longer be willing to be labeled as such. But when her mother shows 

up to take Ada and Jamie back to London, how can Ada hold on to her new life? 

 

Lost in the Sun, by Lisa Graff 

It wasn’t supposed to happen. I didn’t mean for it to happen. You have to believe me. But how can I 

convince you when I can’t even convince myself? Ever since “the incident,” everything feels harder. I’m 

about to start middle school, and I think everyone hopes that I can make a fresh start and leave the past 

in the past. Heck, I wish I could do that, too, but I don’t know how. My therapist is making me keep a 

Book of Thoughts, and it kind of helps. I don’t write, but I draw, and even though the drawings can get a 

little gruesome, I think it’s helping. At least that is what introduced me to Fallon Little. The girl is crazy 

weird with a scar across the side of her face, and there are all these made-up stories about how it got 

there. But she’s kind of my friend, and I’m kind of glad I know her. I still don’t know what to do with all 

the anger inside. It comes out all the time—all over dad and his annoyingly chipper wife, all over my gym 

teacher, and all over my two brothers and mom. Like I said, it wasn’t supposed to happen. “It was an 

accident,” everyone keeps telling me. “Move on,” they say! But how can I move on when I’m the one 

who killed Jared Richards? 

If you liked Lost in the Sun by Lisa Graff, then you’ll also like Gary D. Schmidt’s Okay for Now and Doreen 

Cronin’s Cyclone. 

 

Full Cicada Moon, by Marilyn Hilton 

Mimi’s father is African American and her mother is Japanese. When they move to 1960s Vermont, they 

find that they are the first people of color that many of their neighbors have ever seen. She feels 

completely misunderstood by her neighbors and classmates because of the way she looks and because 
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she aspires to become an astronaut. However, girls in the 1960s are expected to grow up and be 

mothers and secretaries—not scientists. Can change happen if only one person speaks up? Mimi tries to 

overcome their prejudice by explaining herself through her journal. 

 

The Boys Who Challenged Hitler, by Phillip M. Hoose 

What would you do if Hitler’s army took over your country? Would you sit by and watch? Or would you 

do something? Knud Pedersen and his friends are horrified that the adults of Denmark seem to do 

nothing about the Nazis that have taken over their country, so they decide to do whatever they can to 

fight back. They change road signs, cut phone lines, steal ammunition—anything to thwart the 

operations of the occupying soldiers. This is a true story about young people risking their lives and 

imprisonment to do what they know is right. 

 

Listen, Slowly, by Thanhha Lai 

Mai can’t wait for summer. Time at the beach, time with HIM (the guy she has a crush one)…it’s going to 

be perfect. What she doesn’t expect is her father insisting that she babysit her grandmother all the way 

to Vietnam! Mai loves her grandmother (Ba), but really doesn’t wait to follow her on a wild goose chase. 

Years ago, Ba and her children escaped Vietnam, leaving her husband behind. Now, years later, she has 

hired a detective to find out what happened to the husband who never came to the United States. But 

what Mai discovers, besides the ridiculous amounts of heat, bugs, and food, is a family and friends 

greater than she could have imagined. Sometimes to have to listen, slowly to hear the stories all around 

you. 

 

The Nest, by Kenneth Oppel 

Steve is a worrier. And now with a new sick baby brother, Steve feels even less in control. Then the 

dreams begin.  

“The night after the wasp sting, I could feel the nightmare coming on in my sleep, like a thundercloud 

gathering on the horizon. A dark shape assembled itself at the foot of my bed, and just stood there, 

watching me. But then the most amazing thing happened. There was a sound, a kind of low musical trill, 

and with it, points of light. I knew because I looked; for the first time ever I turned in my dream and 

looked. More and more tiny little bits of light surrounded the dark shape and landed on it, and the 

darkness started to dissolve and disappear, and I felt such relief. Suddenly I was in a bright cave-like 

space, lying on my stomach, and in front of me was her voice. ‘We’ve come because of the baby,’ she 

said. ‘We’ve come to help.’” 

She then offers to “fix” the baby—all Steve has to do is say “yes.” But what does it mean? What has 

Steve agreed to? Meanwhile, a large nest has appeared on the outside of their home. Strange wasp-like 

creatures are buzzing around, and Steve’s dreams have become even more real. With plenty of 

creepiness and mystery, The Nest shows that you don’t have to leave home to have an adventure. 
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Orbiting Jupiter, by Gary D. Schmidt 

Joseph looks like any other 8th-grader at Eastham Middle School. But he isn’t like any other kid—Joseph 

was incarcerated for almost killing a teacher. And one other thing—Joseph has a baby. He’s a hard kid 

from a hard life, but his new foster family knows there is more to Joseph than meets the eye. After all, 

he passed Rosie the cow’s character test. Rosie is an excellent judge of character, and Rosie loves 

Joseph. 

When Jake first meets his new foster brother, he figures someone needs to have Joseph’s back. So when 

Joseph has a problem on the bus and starts walking to school in sub-zero temperatures, Jake walks with 

him. When Joseph wants to tell someone about his daughter Jupiter, Jake listens. And when Joseph 

walks out on the thin ice of the barely frozen river, Jake follows him. 

Joseph doesn’t care where DHS puts him. He doesn’t care that the kids at his new school think he’s a 

freak, or that the teachers are scared of him. He doesn’t care because he doesn’t plan on sticking 

around. He is going to find out what happened to Maddie and where their daughter is. He needs to find 

her. And as soon as he does, he’s leaving farm life in the dust. 

Jake and Joseph clearly don’t meet under great circumstances, which is why the friendship that develops 

between them is unexpected. However, even more unexpected is what happens when Joseph’s 

deadbeat dad shows up at the farm. 

Can Joseph find Jupiter? Or, more importantly, can he escape the past that is chasing him down? 

Orbiting Jupiter is a short read that packs an emotional punch. 

 

Lumberjanes, Vol. 1, by Noelle Stevenson. 

Lumberjanes is a graphic novel series that is set at the very unconventional summer camp: Mss Qiunzilla 

Thiskwin Penniquiqul Thistle Crumpet’s Camp for Hardcore Lady Types. And our heroes—Jo, April, Mal, 

Molly, and Ripley—are definitely five hardcore lady types. At the very least, they know they’re going to 

have the most awesome summer of their lives. What they don’t expect is that they’re going to spend the 

summer battling supernatural creatures, with and without their rule-following camp counselor, Jen. 

These creatures include three-eyed foxes, a serpent, stone statues, and more. This series is so much fun, 

you’ll wish Noelle Stevenson would write more issues—and faster! 
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High School 

 

The Wrath and the Dawn, by Renee Ahdieh 

“One hundred years for the one you took. One life to one dawn. Should you fail but a single morn, I shall 

take from you your dreams. I shall take from you your city. And I shall take from you these lives, a 

thousandfold.” 

Khalid rules the land and Shahrzad is looking for revenge. Shahrzad’s best friend was Khalid’s most 

recently murdered bride, so Shahrzad volunteers to be his next bride in order to make Khalid pay. Every 

night, Shahrzad tells a fantastical story, leaving Khalid wanting more, and preventing him from ordering 

her death each morning. Her plan is working out well except for the tiny inconvenience of her learning 

more about Khalid’s circumstances, and…is she falling in love with him?? 

To make it even more problematic, Shahrzad doesn’t realize that her brothers are hatching a plan to 

rescue their sister from Khalid. And, after so many days of Shahrzad acting as Khalid’s queen, what 

disaster will strike Khalid’s kingdom? 

 

The Game of Love and Death, by Martha Brockenbrough 

Flora and Henry live in 1937 Seattle. These two teenagers could not be more different, but they have 

one very unique thing in common: they have been chosen as the objects of a bet between Love and 

Death. Throughout history, Love and Death have always bet on impossible romantic couples: Antony 

and Cleopatra, Helen of Troy and Paris, Romeo and Juliet. And Death always wins. This time around, 

even while Flora and Henry have to deal with racism, World War II, and Flora’s hunger for flight, will 

Love come through? Will Flora and Henry fight for what and who they love, even if it means coming in to 

contact with and fighting Death herself? 

 

The Weight of Feathers, by Anna-Marie McLemore 

“The feathers were Lace’s first warning. They showed up between suitcases, in the trunk of her father’s 

station wagon, on the handles of came-with-the-car first-aid kits so old the gauze had yellowed. They 

snagged on antennas, turning the local stations to static. […] The wisp of [a] black feather caught on a 

cluster of sequins. Lace knew from the set to her mother’s eyes that she’d thrown the whole mermaid 

tail in the bucket and burn it, elastane and all.”  

Lace Paloma belongs to a family of show-stopping mermaids, whereas Cluck Corbeau belongs to a family 

of bird-like tightrope walkers. However, just because both families travel to show off their amazing skills, 

they have a fraught history full of deceit, magic, danger, and love. The family rivalry is further 

complicated when disaster strikes the town where both families are performing, and Cluck saves Lace’s 

life. To be expected, Lace falls for Cluck, Cluck falls for Lace, and they slowly unravel some of the truth 

behind the rivalry’s history. The author’s breathtaking writing will make you wish you were a scaled 

Paloma or feathered Corbeau.  
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Dumplin’, by Julie Murphy 

Will (real name: Willowdean, nickname: Dumplin’) isn’t ashamed of her body. In fact, high school is 

going pretty smoothly until she makes friends with her coworker, “Private School Bo.” She expects him 

to reject her romantic feelings for him, and instead it seems like he likes her back. Crazy, right? This 

seems to flip her whole world around, and she decides to enter Clover City’s Miss Teen Blue Bonnet 

Pageant. The same pageant her mom has been involved in for years. And it doesn’t help that her mom 

has a history of pressuring Will to lose weight. Does Will go through with the pageant all the way to the 

end? And what happens with Bo?  

 

All American Boys, by Jason Reynolds and Brendan Kiely 

“Rashad is absent again today.” This is written on the sidewalk at Rashad and Quinn’s school, all over 

the city, and it’s even a hashtag on social media. Rashad was just trying to buy some chips and help a 

woman whose groceries had fallen around him at Jerry’s Corner Mart, but the police officer was sure 

that Rashad was bothering the woman and trying to steal the chips. Long story short, Rashad is beaten 

to a pulp and ends up in the hospital while the school and community are in turmoil over the events. 

Told through alternating points of view—Rashad, the black kid who was just trying to get some chips; 

and Quinn, the white kid who’s unsure what to believe—and spanning a mere eight days, All American 

Boys will get you thinking about what you might do if or when something like this were to happen in 

your community. 

 

More Happy Than Not, by Adam Silvera 

Adam has a supportive girlfriend and a great group of friends—two things that help him get through his 

father’s suicide. However, this all changes over the summer when Adam befriends Thomas. They 

celebrate each other’s birthdays, crack up over inside jokes, don’t want to be involved in fistfights, and 

have deep, real, meaningful conversations. Over time, Adam thinks he likes Thomas as more than a 

friend and is confused and upset when he confronts Thomas, only to be rejected.  

This is where the science fiction comes in: after dealing with this hurt and confusion, Adam turns to the 

Leteo Institute, which promises a “memory relief procedure” that can make you forget all those pesky, 

hurtful memories. And aside from the fact that Adam’s mom certainly can’t afford the cost of the 

procedure, Adam’s past turns out to be even more complicated than he thought. 

 

Nimona, by Noelle Stevenson 

If you don’t know comic artist and author Noelle Stevenson, allow me the pleasure to introduce you to 

the amazing author of Lumberjanes and Nimona. Nimona is a young shape shifter (she can do it all—

dinosaur, fox, bat, octopus, and even a dragon) who all but forces the “villainous” Lord Ballister 

Blackheart to take her on as a sidekick.  
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As his sidekick, she proves to be loyal and skilled in planning: “We could do with more general chaos. I’m 

talking fire everywhere. We’ll murder the king in front of everyone. Then you crown yourself the new 

king. And since Goldenloin is sure to try and stop us, I’ll disguise myself to get close to him and take him 

out before he knows what’s happening!”  

Throughout the story, Nimona assists in Blackheart’s seemingly endless battle against the “heroic” Sir 

Ambrosius Goldenloin and the Institution of Law Enforcement and Heroics. But there’s a problem: 

Nimona isn’t fully in control of her emotions or her powers, and the feud between Blackheart and 

Goldenloin is deeper than she (or we) could have ever expected. 

 

Everything, Everything, by Nicola Yoon 

Maddy doesn’t leave her house—ever. She only sees her mom and her nurse, Carla, and the front door 

to the house has an air lock because she is literally allergic to the world. Maddy is content with her life 

until Olly and his family move in across the street and disappointment in her situation begins when Olly 

and his sister bring over a bundt cake and Maddy has to refuse the gift. However, Maddy can’t refuse 

Olly’s attentions for long. They get to know each other by communicating through their bedroom 

windows, email, instant messaging, and finally in person. Having Olly as a friend changes Maddy’s entire 

world, and she ends up risking everything by traveling with Olly to Hawaii. It’s only thanks to this exciting 

the frightening trip that Maddy learns the truth about her condition. 


