
 

Try These for the Hard to Please 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Latest Great Reads 
For Grades 4-8 ish 

Presented by Marty McCririck 

BCTELA, October 22, 2010 
 
 

 

(Check out more lists and lessons from www.sd71.bc.ca  Click on resources, then 

literacy or math resources) 



 

Readicide Factor: 

 

“The Overteaching of Books Prevents Our Students from  
Experiencing the Place Where All Serious Readers Want to be— 

The Reading Flow.” 

 
The Kill-A-Reader Casserole 

 
Take one large novel.  Dice into as many pieces as possible. 

Douse with sticky notes. 
Remove book from oven every five minutes and insert worksheets. 

Add more sticky notes. 
Baste until novel is unrecognizable, far beyond well done. 

Serve in choppy, bite-size chunks. 
 

 

Three ingredients to building a reader 

 

1. They must have interesting books to read. 
 

2. They must have time to read the books inside of school. 
 
3. They must have a place to read their books. 
 
From Readicide: How Schools Are Killing Reading and What You Can Do About It 

By Kelly Gallagher (2009) 
 

 

Three More 

1. Give children much more freedom to choose what they want to read . 
 
2. Expand the definition of reading to more than novels. 
 
1. Stop demonizing other media.   
 
 
Quoted from Jon Scieska, author and the first U.S. Ambassador for Young People’s 
Literature. 



E.Q =Essential Question Example 

  Connor, Leslie.  Waiting for Normal. 2008.  Gr. 5-8 

E.Q. What makes a good family?  When is it OK to keep a 

secret?     

Addie is waiting for a normal family life while dealing with 

a neglectful mother, a stepfather and half sisters she 

longs to be with and an unusual friendship with neighbours 

who step up when tragedy strikes.  Loss and new starts. 

 Draper, Sharon.  Out of My Mind  2010.  Gr. 4-8 

E.Q. How does stereotyping influence behavior towards 

others?  Melody has cerebral palsy, unable to walk, talk, or 

feed herself, but she has a brilliant mind.  She is accepted 

on a competitive quiz team only to face a heartbreaking 

rejection based on perceptions and misunderstandings.  

Assessment, education and discrimination issues. 

 Davis, Tony.  Roland Wright Future Knight. 2009.  Gr.3-6 

E.Q. How does the past, influence the present regarding 

chivalry?  Is it ever OK to cheat?   

Roland desperately wants to be a knight, but must compete 

with his older brother for the spot.  Advice from a knight 

tells him it is more than fighting, it is about honour, good 

manners, and being true to yourself.  An example of right 

 vs. might.  

 Khan, Rukhsana.  Wanting Mor.  2009. Gr. 5-8 

E.Q.  How does freedom of religion impact human rights? 

After Jameel‟s mother dies, her father takes her to the 

city of Kabul and remarries.  He then abandons her in the 

market after his new wife complains about her cleft pal-

ette and cost. She ends up in an orphanage and finds sup-

port despite challenges.  Based on a true story. 

 Lawrence, Iain.  The Giant-Slayer.  2010.  Gr. 4-8. 

The year is 1955 and Laurie‟s best friend, Dickie, comes 

down with polio and placed in an iron lung.  She visits him 

and his confined roommates and entertains them by telling 

a story about a giant slayer.  The 3 are captivated as they 

begin to recognize themselves as characters in the story. 

Then the unthinkable happens. 

Theme: Dealing With Adversity 
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 Leach, Sara.  Jake Reynolds: Chicken or Eagle? 2009. Gr. 3-6 

E.Q.  How does perseverance and imagination influence fears? 

Jake is terrified of wolves, and a wolf has been spotted on the 

island.  While on a hike with his friend Jessie, he must face his 

fears, plus his survival skills.  Set on the West Coast of British 

Columbia, many readers will make connections to the setting.  A 

short, fast paced read. 

 

 Skrypuch, Marsha Forchuk.  Stolen Child. 2010.  Gr. 5-8 

“Shuffling. A struggle. A child screams down the hallway.  A door 

slams shut.  Another stolen child.”   A lesser known history about 

the  holocaust, was the  Nazi‟s Lebensborn program. Blond, blue-

eyed children were stolen from the Polish and  Ukrainian parents 

and „adopted‟ into German families in order to increase the Aryan 

genes.  Nadia tells of her struggle to figure out her past in order 

to understand her present after she immigrates to Canada with a   

woman who rescues her.  Pair with Every Human Has Rights. 

 

  

  

Theme: Dealing With Adversity cont. 

Yee, Paul.  Learning to Fly. 2009.  Gr. 7 up. 

E.Q.  How does culture influence peer groups? 

“Jason could lose it all if he can‟t find a way to get along.”  Ad-

dresses the challenges and prejudices immigrants face in try-

ing to fit in.  A fast paced read that addresses racism, gangs, 

drugs, single parent families, loss and death in a very convinc-

ing portrayal. 

Stead, Rebecca.  When You Reach Me.  2010. Gr. 5-8 

E.Q.  What is the meaning of life and death? 

  Miranda's story is set in motion by the appearance of 

cryptic notes that suggest that someone is watching her 

and that they know things about her life that have not 

happened yet.  “I‟m coming to save your life, and my own.” 

Both ominous and mysterious, a story to stimulate many 

questions and predictions about friendship, courage, trust 

and life and death.  Winner of 13 nominations and awards. 
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 Boyce, Frank Cottrell.  Cosmic. 2009  Gr. 5-8 

 

“Twelve-year-old Liam, who looks like he is 30 and is tired of being 

treated like he is older than he actually is, decides he is going to 

pose as the adult chaperone on the first spaceship to take civilians 

into space, but when he ends up in outer space with a group of kids 

and no adult supervision, he must think fast to make things right.”  

He gets into some hilarious situations. Space exploration connec-

 Dowell, Frances O‟roark.  Falling In. 2010. Gr. 4-6 

Isabelle Bean has no friends.  She is sent to the office for not pay-

ing attention in class.  She opens the door to a supply closet and falls 

into a parallel universe where children are on their way to “camps” to 

avoid the witch who eats children.  Surprise, despair, reunions and 

hope told with a great narrator‟s voice who comments along the way. 

 Fisher,  Catherine.  Incarceron.  2007.  Gr. 7 up. 

Finn lives in  Incarceron, a  prison in which generations of inmates 

struggle and fight for survival.  A strange tattoo and vague memories 

have convinced him that he comes from Outside. Claudia is the 

daughter of the Warden of Incarceron. Technology has been out-

lawed and society returned to a feudal time, including arranged mar-

riages. When the Queen and Claudia's father conspire to have her 

impending marriage to the heir moved forward, Claudia vows to do 

whatever it takes to avoid her fate. 

 Riordan, Rick.  The Red Pyramid. 2010. Gr. 6 up. 

“The gods sure are busy in New York City. Now, Brooklyn is the base 

for Riordan's new series involving Egyptian gods. Similar story, dif-

ferent gods. Fans of The Lightning Thief will find themselves put 

through familiar paces here--short chapters with catchy titles, 

cheeky characters, a lightning-paced plot, humorous banter between 

characters, gods with mysterious connections to their human coun-

terparts.”  A great connection to Ancient Civilizations. 

 

 Smith, Alexander Gordan.  Lockdown: Escape from Furnace 2009. 

Gr. 6 up.  When Alex Sawyer, 15, is sentenced to life in a horrific 

underground prison for a murder he didn't commit, his nightmare is 

only the beginning.  Set in a squalid prison for juvenile offenders 

built deep underground patrolled by surgically altered supermen with 

vicious, skinless dogs.  Action packed and violent: boys LOVE this. 

 

Out of this World, Fantasy and  

Extreme Environments   
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 Blundell, Judy.  What I Saw and How I Lied.  2008 Gr.7+ 

An engaging coming of age story involving mystery, scandal, 

romance, blackmail, racism and murder.  Effie and her par-

ents spontaneously drive to Florida in the off season for a 

vacation that foreshadows right away a mystery is unfold-

ing.  Especially when a very handsome young man shows up 

who served with her father in the war. 

 Grisham, John.  Theodore Boone Kid Lawyer. 2010 Gr. 5-8 

Theodore Boone is from a family of lawyers and wants to 

be one.  His friends come to him for advice.  When one 

friend reveals information about a murder trial, he real-

izes he‟s in over his head.  Secrets, illegal immigrants, 

mystery and the world of the judicial system keeps the 

action going in Grisham style. 

 Nielsen, Susin.  Word Nerd.  2008.  Gr. 5-8. 

“It isn‟t easy being different, particularly when your Value 

Village clothes and a severe peanut allergy make you the 

#1 target of every mean kid in school.  Ambrose is forced 

to be homeschooled by his overprotective mother after an 

attack.”  He befriends his upstairs neighbor, a reformed 

drug dealer, who also likes scrabble.  The two of them 

scheme to enter a scrabble contest. Kitsilano setting. 

 Oppel, Kenneth.  My Half Brother.  2010 Gr. 6 up. 

“In 1973, when a renowned Canadian behavioral psycholo-

gist pursues his latest research project--an experiment to 

determine whether chimpanzees can acquire advanced lan-

guage skills--he brings home a baby chimp named Zan and 

asks his thirteen-year-old son to treat Zan like a little 

brother.”  Lots of ethical issues to discuss about experi-

ments with animals.  Set in Victoria.  Very engaging.   

Readers will love Zan. 

 Telgemeier, Raina.  Smile.  2010. Gr. 5 up.  

An engaging coming of age graphic memoir based on the 

author‟s horrible dental experience after she falls and 

knocks her two front teeth up into her gums.  Just when 

you think it can‟t possibly get any worse...it does.  Terrific 

graphics.  See sd71‟s website for great picture book mem-

oir lessons under Literacy Resources. 

 Mystery, Adventure and Coming of Age 

http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://images.whitcoulls.co.nz/images/ar/97805254/9780525423843/0/0/plain/theodore-boone-kid-lawyer.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.whitcoulls.co.nz/book/theodore-boone-kid-lawyer/8964516/&usg=__fpFPFjQSKO220A9Ld2uHjUfDaYk=&h


 Ellis, Deborah.  We Want You to Know: Kids Talk About 

Bullying   2010. Gr. 4-up. 

Ellis interviewed young people from ages 9-19 in a small 

Canadian community, about their experiences.  She shares 

their frank stories, many as the targets of bullying, and 

some as perpetrators or bystanders.  Ellis raises crucial 

questions: Why do many parents and teachers do nothing?  

What factors turn a kid into a bully?  What makes a school 

a safe place?  Shocking but never sensationalized, this is 

great for group discussion and to pair with novels. 

 Dennis, Major Brian.  Nubs: The True Story of a Mutt, 

a Marine & A Miracle.  2009. All ages 

“Major Dennis discovered Nubs, a mongrel with hacked-off 

ears, at a border fort in Iraq while serving there in the 

Marine Corps.  Dennis and the feral dog bonded as the sol-

dier shared his food and bed with the loyal animal.  One 

winter day, when the Marines traveled 70 miles north 

across the frigid desert to headquarters, Nubs followed, 

arriving there, thin and footsore, two days later.” Just a  

heart melting true dog story. 

 Phelps, Michael.  How to Train with a T. Rex and Win 8 

Gold Medals  2009 . Gr. 2 up. 

“Phelps explains the training schedule that allowed him to 

accomplish the first-of-its-kind feat of winning eight 

Olympic gold medals. Comparisons are made that put miles 

swum, naps taken, calories eaten, weights lifted, etc., into 

a context that students might more easily understand. “ 

Great math lesson at the sd71 website: math resources. 

 Polacco, Patricia.  January’s Sparrow  2009. Gr 4 up 

E.Q.  When is it OK to break „the law‟? 

“After a fellow slave is beaten to death, Sadie and her 

family flee the plantation, traveling north through the Un-

derground Railroad in search of freedom.”  Based on a true 

story.  Gripping.  Pair with Every Human Has Rights for 

discussion. 

Powerful Picture Books 
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 Smith, Lane.  It’s A Book. 2010 Gr. 4 up? Debatable :) 

“Smith throws down his gauntlet in the ongoing debate 

over digital versus print... A donkey (jackass) with a laptop 

and a monkey with a hardcover book discuss the merits of 

their preferred formats. “How do you scroll down?” the 

donkey asks. “Do you blog with it?” 

Hilarious last line.  A lovely example of 21st Century 

Learning. 

 Winter, Jonah.  Here Comes The Garbage Barge 2010 Gr. 

4 up. 

“After a Long Island town puts its‟ unwanted garbage on a 

barge, North Carolina is the first of several ports to re-

fuse it.”  Based on a true incident in 1987.  Terrific sense 

of voice and  poses a real problem to solve.  Check the 

math lesson on the sd71 website (math resources). 

 Winter, Jonah.  You Never Heard of Sandy Koufax? 

2009. Gr. 4 up. 

“Winter starts out this captivating mini-bio nearly sput-

tering with incredulity: “You gotta be kidding! You never 

heard of Sandy Koufax?” He then proceeds to relate the 

story of arguably the greatest left-handed pitcher in 

baseball history as if he were an unnamed teammate along 

for the ride…”  Facing obstacles and prejudice, it took 

Koufax from 1957-1961 to be able to control his pitch.  He 

then dominated the next 6 seasons. Great example of per-

severance and „voice‟ and standing up for oneself. 

 United Nations.  Every Human Has Rights 2009. Gr 4 up. 

Despite the somewhat cluttered layout and small text, the 

intention of this book is solid.  The 30 principles of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights has been simplified 

and are accompanied by striking photographs and written 

work by students selected from a contest.  A number of 

the statements can be used to launch class or literature 

circle discussions in connection with a number of novels on 

this list. 

Powerful Picture Books 


