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1. Child Soldier:  When Boys and Girls Are Used in War  by Jessica Dee Humphreys &  Michel Chikwanine; 
Illustrated by Claudia Davila 
C. 2015 Biography/ Graphic Novel 
 

Michel Chikwanine tells his true story of being kidnapped and forced to be a child soldier in the early 
1990’s in the Democratic Republic of Congo.  It is written in graphic novel form, with the illustrations geared 
more toward a younger audience rather than a high school or adult audience (they are a little more “cartoony” 
than harshly “realistic”).  It is a gripping story of the horrors that Chikwanine faced.  He does not shy away from 
the truth.  For example, he is forced to fire a gun while blindfolded, and when the blindfold is removed, he finds 
that he has killed his friend.  The accompanying illustrations do not focus on the violence but rather on the 
emotions of fear and confusion.  The illustration for the example above only show Michel’s small feet standing 
in flip-flops, a standing adult’s booted feet, and another child’s feet with one flip-flop off - but these feet 
obviously belong to a child lying on the ground.  The violence is implied rather than clearly depicted.  
 
 
 
2. Samurai Rising:  The Epic Life of Minamoto Yoshitsune by Pamela Turner 
C.  2016 Biography 
 

In Japan, Yoshishitsune is as famous a Robin Hood is in our own culture. This is a fascinating 
biography set in an ancient culture that is very unfamiliar to most Americans.  Minamoto Yoshitsune’s life was 
dramatic from beginning to end.  He never should have been a samurai.  While Minamoto was still an infant, 
his father was on the losing side of a battle between rival samurai clans.  The baby Minamoto was sent to a 
temple where it was expected he would live out his days.  But Minamoto had other plans.  Despite beginning 
his military training at a far older age than most boys of his rank, as well as being small and thin, he 
nevertheless overcame these difficulties to become a samurai and have a long-lasting effect on Japanese 
history and culture. 
 
 
 
 
3. The Boys Who Challenged Hitler: Knud Pedersen and the Churchill Gang - Phillip Hoose  
C. 2015 Biography, History of World War II 
 

Danish school boys are appalled at their country’s capitulation to Germany early in World War II and 
admire the resistance efforts of their Norwegian neighbors to the north.  The boys form a club to carry out 
resistance efforts, beginning with small acts of vandalism and graduating to more serious sabotage.  The 
author met with one of the surviving members of the club, Knud Pedersen, to hear first-hand his memories of 
events.  The book moves at a good pace and has a lot of photographs.  The author worked well with Knud 
Pedersen to write an engaging biography. 

 



4. The War that Saved My Life by Kimberly Brubaker Bradley 
c. 2015 Historical fiction 
 
This book is about an 11-year-old girl, Ada, and her younger brother Jamie, set in London during World War II. 
These children are abused by their mother, especially Ada who was born with a clubfoot and is considered a 
worthless cripple by her mother. When children are evacuated from London due to the scare of bombs during 
the war, the children end up in a caring environment. Ada is valued and experiences love and self-worth for the 
first time in her life. A touching example of historical fiction that includes the sadness of parental abuse and the 
beauty of love and renewal. 
 
5. Wolf Hollow, by Lauren Wolk 
C. 2016 Historical fiction 
 
A story set during World World II, with one of the main characters a homeless veteran from World War I. Small 
town Pennsylvania, and a bully threatens main character Annabelle, an 11-year-old. Annabelle befriends the 
homeless veteran, and defends him when he, too, is bullied and wrongly accused of criminal behavior. A 
beautifully-written story about friendships, bullies, the permanent wounds and scars of wars. Annabelle’s 
resilience and strength, and belief in truth help to illuminate the dark setting and circumstances of this story.  
 
6. My Lady Jane  - Cynthia Hand, Brodi Ashton, Jodi Meadows (yep - three co-authors) 
C.  2016 Historical Fantasy/Alternative History/Love Story 
 
It is a fun book and a good introduction to the popular alternative history genre.  As all of the main characters 
are young teens, there is a great deal of romantic tension, but it is not coarse or vulgar.  On her wedding night, 
Jane’s mother prepares her for the act of consummating the marriage by telling her it is “a very special hug.” 
As Gifford changes into a horse every evening, nothing happens that night - or any subsequent nights until the 
end of the book at which time the narrators coyly wrap up the story with “P.S.  They totally consummated.” 
The authors also play with the whole topic of alternative authors of Shakespeare’s works as Gifford’s other big 
secret (besides being a horse very night) is he loves to write and recite poetry, and is even thinking of maybe 
writing a play of two someday.  Those familiar with Shakespeare’s works are then very much in on the joke.  
 
7. The Heir  by Kiera Cass 
C. 2015 Romance 
 
The story opens with Crown Princess Eadlyn agreeing to do the first female led Selection to serve as a 
distraction for the nation while her father the king continues to try and figure out how to quell unrest following 
the dissolution of the county’s caste system.  While she agrees to the ploy, she is determined that none of the 
suitors will win.  What follows is story about getting a girl with a highly developed sense of self and duty to 
realize that other people may see her as self-centered and cold.  The story wraps up rather abruptly, with 
Eadlyn learning some lessons about herself and others, but the whole Selection being left unfinished. It feels 
like the author is waiting to reveal what happens next in a later book.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



8. Poison is Not Polite - by Robin Stevens  
(Originally titled Arsenic for Tea and published in 2015 in England) 
C.  2016 Mystery 
 
Second in “Wells and Wong” detective series.  Reads like a turn-of-the-century English detective 
novel/boarding school story.  The main characters are Daisy Wells and Hazel Wong.  Hazel serves as the 
narrator and Daisy’s sidekick, filling much the same role as Watson in the Sherlock Holmes stories.  The girls 
are visiting Daisy’s home during their Easter holidays.  Daisy’s flighty mother plans a childish birthday tea for 
Daisy, inviting a few of Daisy’s friends and some of her own.  One guest makes himself increasingly 
unpleasant - until he falls ill during the tea party and dies during the night.  Many people fall under suspicion, 
and it takes all of Daisy and Hazel’s best efforts to figure out what exactly has happened and prevent further 
tragedies. 
 
 
9. Pax, by Sara Pennypacker 
C.2016 Realistic fiction with elements of fantasy/Dystopia 
 
A young boy has raised a fox and is now forced to abandon it in the woods, since the boy has to stay with his 
grandfather as his dad goes off to war. The boy is so attached to the fox, named Pax, that he runs away from 
his grandfather to find his beloved fox. This story is told from the viewpoints of the boy and the fox. As battles 
from the war draw near, you learn about the devastation on nature and wildlife from the bomb explosions. 
Exceptionally interesting and well-written novel.  
 
 
10. Beautiful Blue World, by Suzanne LaFleur  
C.  2016 Future world of war, not necessarily dystopian 
This book portrays a future world of war, in which children and their insights into problem-solving and 
strategizing are used to protect their country. The 12-year-old main character learns that kindness and loving 
memories of home and friends are attributes that all humans share -- even our enemies. 
“This moving and suspenseful novel is a brilliant reimagining of war, where even kindness can be a weapon, 
and children have the power to see what adults cannot.” 
 
 
11. The Lightning Queen by Laura Resau 
C. 2015 Realistic Fiction with elements of fantasy/ Coming of age 
 

This is a beautiful coming of age story that deftly flicks between past and present.  Mateo is on his 
annual visit to his grandfather Teo when his grandfather asks him for his help and proceeds to tell Mateo the 
great story of his life. When Teo was eleven, he lived with his grandfather, a healer in the remote village of Hill 
of Dust in Mexico.  His was not an easy life:  an outcast from most of Mexican society as a Mixteco Indian, his 
father was dead, his twin sister drowned a year ago, and his mother has almost completely withdrawn into her 
own grief.  One day the village is surprised by the arrival of a Gypsy caravan that shows movies.  And with 
them comes Esma, Queen of Lightning.  She is full of life and dreams, despite the hardships that she also 
faces.  When the Gypsies read fortunes, Teo’s grandfather insists that Esma’s grandmother tells his true 
fortune, not the generic tales that are usually told.  She tells that Teo and Esme will do what is impossible: 
they are destined to be life-long friends and will save each other when no one else can. The ways in which this 
prediction comes true is a testament to the skill of the author.  It also spills into the lives of Mateo and Esma’s 
granddaughter in a truly engrossing tale. 



 
12. Longbow Girl by Linda Davies 
C. 2016 Fantasy 
 
It is a fun adventure story with time travel thrown in.  Merry Owens comes from a long line of Longbowmen - 
but she is the first Longbow Girl.  However, her family is in real danger of losing Nanteos Farm to the greedy 
de Courcy family, who for generations have been trying to regain what they consider their rightful property. 
Despite their parents’ dislike, Merry and James de Courcy have long been secret friends.  This friendship is 
tested when Merry discovers an ancient book in the woods that lie between the families’ properties.  The book 
lures Merry into its mysteries, and she attempts the impossible tasks set out in its pages in a desperate attempt 
to secure Nanteos Farm for her family.  
 
13. Cuckoo Song  by Frances Hardinge  
C.  2015 Suspense/Fairytale 
 

Triss wakes up in her parents’ rental cottage with no memory of the past day.  She is told that she was 
found wandering and soaking wet.  Her family cuts the vacation short, but even returning home doesn’t seem 
to comfort Triss.  Her days are plagued with the fear that she is going mad, and her nights are filled with 
dreams that feature an ominous countdown of days.  As the story unfolds, Triss begins to uncover why her 
younger sister Pen hates her, why her parents are convinced that Triss is ill (physically delicate), and who is 
behind the mysterious letters that arrive from the brother that was killed in the war.  
 
 
14. Cheating for the Chicken man by Priscilla Cummings 
C. 2015 Realistic fiction 
 
Ninth grader Kate is being bullied into cheating in order to protect her brother from harm. She wrestles with the 
idea of cheating, doing anything to help her brother who is just home from juvenile detention. Kate’s father has 
just died, her mother suffers from depression/anxiety and won’t leave the house, and Kate must step up to 
save the family’s chicken farm. She and her brother question the practices of raising chicks for feed, 
questioning the use of antibiotics in the chicken feed and the cruelty to animals in the business. She, struggles 
with forgiveness toward those bullying her and her brother, and learns that they are cruel probably due to hurt 
in their own lives. Friendships, forgiveness, family loyalty, grief, confession of sins, many good themes in this 
book. Touches on the role of faith and prayer when we struggle. I highly recommend it. Suitable for middle 
school and up. Nothing objectionable for 4th-5th graders, but mature themes in the book. I want to read Red 
Kayak , precursor to this story, and other books by this author. 
 
 
15. The Thing about Jellyfish  by Ali Benjamin 
c. 2015 Realistic fiction 
 
“Twelve-year-old Suzy wades through her intense grief over the loss of her best friend by investigating the rare 
jellyfish she is convinced was responsible for her friend’s death.” Suzy appears to be obsessed with details and 
facts about things (maybe on the autism spectrum?) and goes through a period of grief when she does not 
speak with anyone verbally. In the end, her family comes to realize the torment she’s been going through. 
(Note: Suzy’s brother has a male boyfriend, but it is a minor part of the story and dealt with well. One of my 
students brought this to my attention and did not finish reading the book, thinking it was inappropriate for our 
Chr. school library. I read the book and decided to keep the book in the library.) 



 
16. Full Cicada Moon, by Marilyn Hilton 
C. 2015 Realistic/historical fiction (1960’s)/ Novel-in-verse format 
 
Mimi is a middle school student whose mother is Japanese and father is black. She feels very out of place and 
unaccepted in an all-white, small town Vermont (late 1960s) where her father accepts a university teaching 
position. Besides racial challenges, Mimi excels in sciences and dreams of being an astronaut. She goes 
against the rules and attends an all-boys shop class, when girls are “supposed” to take home ec. Other 
students support her efforts and stage their own protest over this issue. Mimi gradually learns to accept herself 
and make small steps (like the astronauts who first walked on the moon) for positive changes in the world 
around her.  
 
17. Roller Girl - by Victoria Jamieson - Newbery Honor 2016 
C. 2015 Graphic Novel 
 
The story plot follows a fairly predictable coming-of-age narrative.  It is unique in its choice of subject:  Roller 
Derby!  Astrid is 12 and her best friend is Nicole.  They have been best friends ever since first grade when 
Nicole comforted Astrid after Rachel was mean to Astrid on the playground.  Their friendship is severely tested 
when Astrid wants to go to roller derby camp (even though she can’t roller skate!) and Nicole chooses ballet 
camp (with Rachel!) instead.  The ups and downs of the story follow Astrid as she learns what it really means 
to be a strong girl. 
 
18. The Charmed Children of Rookskill Castle - Janet Fox 
C. 2016 Suspense/Horror/Fantasy 
 
Kat and her two siblings are sent to live at Rookskill Castle during the Blitz in World War II.  Before Kat leaves, 
Great Aunt Margaret gives her a chatelaine that includes a pen, a scissors, and a thimble, insisting they are 
magic and will help keep Kat safe.  Kat is a very logical girl who humors her great aunt by taking the 
chatelaine, but dismisses all the talk of magic as just the ramblings of an old lady.  However, once at the 
castle, even pragmatic Kat can’t deny that something strange is going on as she and the other children hear 
frightening noises in the night and catch glimpses of other children that they never meet.  As the story 
progresses, it is apparent to the reader that Lady Eleanor has become engrossed by evil and is using her own 
magic chatelaine to capture the souls of children - though she herself is in turn being engulfed by the evil of the 
mysterious magister as she must a trade a physical part of herself for each soul she captures.  She is gradually 
being turned into a mechanical monster.  Kat has to use every single gift of logic and magic she has in order to 
save herself, the other children, and all of the adults in the castle from Lady Eleanor. 
 
 
19. Out of Abaton:  The Wooden Prince  by John Claude Bemis 
C.  2016 Fantasy 
 
Pinocchio is an automata who is sent to the former high alchemist Geppetto by a mysterious prisoner in the 
dungeons of the Doge of Venice.  But Pinocchio is not an ordinary automata.  Somehow he is turning into a 
real boy!  As he and Geppetto try to find a way to rescue the mysterious prisoner, they meet a wide variety of 
characters including the dogged Captain Toro and Lazuli, daughter of Prester John.  There are fantastic twists 
and turns in the story keep the reader fully engaged. The best part of the book is the exploration of the value of 
life and desire to do what is right at any cost.  
 



 
20. Booked  by Kwame Alexander 
C. 2016 Realistic fiction, verse format 
 
Last year we reviewed “Crossover” by this author. “Booked” is equally as good! Perfect for a reluctant middle 
school reader: a story about soccer, and 8th grade boy who deals with friends, bullies, and liking a girl, as well 
as parents who love him dearly and are splitting up. The boy’s dad is a language professor, and forces Nick, 
the main character, to read several pages of his dictionary of unusual and interesting words every day, much to 
Nick’s chagrin. This delightful story includes an awesome librarian who encourages Nick to read, and a teacher 
who recognizes his gifts for writing. For a novel with so few words (being written in verse format) this book 
packs a lot in! Highly recommended, fine for grades 4 and up but nicely aimed at upper middle schoolers.  
 
21. Soar, by Joan Bauer 
C 2016 Realistic fiction 
 
 Main character Jeremiah is a middle school-aged boy who lives and breathes baseball. He and his dad move 
to a town that is shocked, when a high school student suddenly dies, uncovers steroid use by the local high 
school baseball team. Jeremiah, physically weak because of his heart transplant, cannot play baseball but 
emerges as a coach for the middle school team. He teaches them to “soar” (thus the title of the book) like 
eagles, rising above the past and moving on to a future that once again includes the love of baseball. 
Especially appealing to boys and baseball lovers! Includes a strong girl who shows that “playing like a girl” 
means being strong and being yourself.  
 
22. Five Times Revenge - by Lindsay Eland 
C. 2016 Fiction, friendship 
 
Adam and Perk are in middle school and love to play pranks.  Their rules are simple:  No one gets hurt, no 
property is damaged, no one gets caught.  Their middle school is ruled by the bullying Hill Parmar, who gets 
away with everything because he is a second generation bully.  His father is the middle school principal and 
bullies the adults of his world.  When Hill crosses the line and tricks Perk’s autistic brother into getting locked in 
a janitor’s room, everyone expects that Hill will finally get in trouble.  But once again, his father shrugs it off with 
a laugh.  Adam and Perk decide to get even, but they will need help for the type of plan Adam has in mind. 
After much consideration (and looking through school records the Perk has hacked into), they invite Pearl (a 
popular, talented violinist who is biracial and has near-perfect memory), Ray (who everyone thinks is just a big 
dumb kid but is actually very smart, especially with mechanical information), and Dutch (a quiet kid who lives 
with his aging grandfather and is a frequent target of Hill’s bullying).  This unlikely group finds ways to work 
together to take revenge on Hill and his father, and they learn as much about the importance of true friendship 
as they do about revenge. 
 
23. The Hour of the Bees - by Lindsay Eagar 
C. 2016 Fantasy/Coming of age 
 
Twelve-year-old Carolina goes by Carol and plans to have a great summer with her friends in Albuquerque 
before heading into junior high.  However, her plans are changed when her family has to spend the summer 
with the grandfather she has never met.  Serge lives on a drought-stricken sheep ranch and is sinking into the 
grip of dementia.  Carol is sure her summer is ruined.  Yet she finds herself drawn to Serge and the stories that 
he tells about the way the land used to be when a great tree grew there by the shores of a lovely lake and bees 



flew in and out of the flowers on the tree.  Over the course of the summer, Carol begins to love her grandfather 
and the ranch, as well as learning about the importance of her roots.  
24. The Most Important Thing:  Stories about Sons, Fathers, and Grandfathers  by Avi 
C. 2016 Short stories; family relationships 
 
A great collection of seven stories with widely varying themes on the central motif of the relationships between 
sons, fathers, and grandfathers.  The inclusion of grandfathers is an amazing choice by the author and it 
highlights the facts that a father is also a son, and a grandfather is also a father.  These interwoven roles have 
long-lasting effects in our lives. Because these are short stories, it is hard to tell about any one story without 
spoiling the surprise.  Suffice it to say, topics include a veteran searching for a way to tell his story and deal 
with his pain; interviewing for a new father; and standing up for the truth at the risk of losing respect. 
 
25. The Land of Forgotten Girls, by Erin Entrada Kelly 
C. 2016 Realistic fiction 
 
Two young girls live with an abusive step-mother, having been abandoned by their father after losing a sister 
and mother to death. They find hope in their imaginations and creative storytelling.  
 
26. All Rise for the Honorable Perry Cook, by Leslie Connor 
C. 2016 Realistic fiction 
 
A truly wonderful book about a boy who was born to a woman in prison and has spent the first 11 years of his 
life living with her by special permission of the local warden. It is the only life he has known, and it is one of true 
community within the prison setting. A new district attorney in town uncovers this unusual situation, and forces 
Perry to be removed from his prison/home setting and be placed in foster care. Perry goes to great lengths to 
uncover the circumstances of his mother’s imprisonment, and proves to all that love, forgiveness, friendship, 
and true community always point to the high road of innocence and joy.  
 
27. Kid Owner by Tim Green 
C 2015 Sports; coming of age, friendship 
 
Ryan is stunned when his mother informs him that his estranged father has died unexpectedly.  Stranger still is 
the news that his father has left him ownership of the Dallas Cowboys!  This news comes at the same time that 
Ryan finally convinces his mother to allow him to quit soccer and start playing football.  Ryan struggles with 
learning how to play football and how to be as loyal to his friends as they are to him.  In a strange twist, Ryan 
ends up competing against his half-brother for both the championship for the age group and ownership of the 
Dallas Cowboys.  
 
 
28. The Jupiter Pirates:  Hunt for the Hydra by Jason Fry 
C. 2014 Space fantasy/ Adventure 
 
First in the series.  Fun space facts intertwined with a fast-paced adventure story.  Explores sibling rivalry in 
the best sense that the three children are competing to be the next captain of the ship, but they also come to 
realize and appreciate their different gifts.  No one is too proud to say another sibling is better at a given task - 
because only the best will keep them all from being space junk!  An interesting mash-up of space adventure 
and pirate adventure.  
 



 
 
29. Mayday by Karen Harrington 
C 2016 Coming-of-age, courage, finding own voice  
 
Wayne deals with the uncertainties of life by always having a wide array of bizarre and interesting trivia ready 
to spout.  But following a plane accident that only he and his mother survive, he loses his ability to speak. 
Wayne struggles to cope with his muteness, his mother’s injuries, his grandfather’s overbearing nature, and his 
absent father’s irresponsibility.  Yet as he replays the accident in his head and goes through speech therapy, 
Wayne discovers new friends, learns both how to stand up for himself and to forgive, and realizes that he can 
control his destiny. 
 
30. Brambleheart - by Henry Cole 
C. 2016 Fantasy 
 
The Hill is a well-organized crafting community of animals.  They scavenge their materials from the heap of 
human garbage, turning our trash into their beautiful and functional treasures.  Twig is a young chipmunk, who 
like the others in his age group is in training to become a craftsman.  Mastering a craft grants one access to 
the Naming Ceremony and all of the honors entailed; failing to master a craft means no Name and a lifetime as 
an assistant or an errand runner.  Twig is unsure of what he wants in life, and the upcoming Naming Ceremony 
only adds to his anxiety.  His best friend, Lily the rabbit, is skilled at everything she puts her paw to; he always 
seems to be clumsy or forgetful.  His classes at school turn into one disaster after another, and one day he is 
suspended.  He flees into the forest, far beyond the normal confines of the Hill, falls down a cliff and witnesses 
the hatching of a baby dragon.  The dragon follows him home, and Twig discovers that a fire-breathing secret 
friend can help him to become very successful at all of his take-home assignments.  Beau, the old badger, 
knows something is up and counsels Twig to share his secret with those he trusts; predictably, Twig only 
shares the secret with Lily.  
 
31. Summerlost  by Allie Condie 
C. 2016 Realistic fiction 
 
This was probably my least favorite book that I read for this session. Although interesting in some regards -- 
two young people who find friendship as they work at a Shakespeare summer festival -- I thought the character 
development was weak and the plot contrived. I thought it was depressing and lacking hope overall, although 
some glimpses of hope shone through at the end. The main character has lost her father and special needs 
brother in a car accident, and searches for meaning in life through the fascination of an actress who also died 
young. Not very satisfying! 
 
 
32. Crenshaw by Katherine Applegate 
C. 2015 Realistic fiction, with elements of fantasy 
 
Beautifully written story about a young boy (about 4th grade) whose family is evicted from their apartment and 
must live in their van. The boy has a younger sister, and parents who have fallen upon hard times, due to 
illness and job cuts. The family is close but the parents are trying too hard to protect their kids from the reality 
of financial hardship. The boy’s imaginary friend, a human-size cat named Crenshaw, provides comfort and 
friendship when most needed. I love this quote (by the imaginary cat): “Imaginary friends are like books. We’re 
created, we’re enjoyed, we’re dog-eared and creased, and then we’re tucked away until we’re needed again.” 



 
 


