What do lifelong readers

need to grow?

  A balanced diet of good books
  A repertoire of smart-reader strategies
  The social skills of small-group interaction 

A Balanced Diet

of Reading
Textbooks & Other Genres
Assigned & Self-Selected

Fiction & Nonfiction

Classics & Contemporary

Hard & Easy

Long & Short 

Secondary & Primary Sources     

Single & Multiple Sources 

Twenty Great Trade Books for Content Area Reading
from Subjects Matter: Every Teacher’s Guide to Content Area Reading
by Harvey Daniels and Steve Zemelman

To be published by Heinemann Educational Books, February 2004.

NOTE:  Here’s the key to the format we have used to present our top-twenty books: 


1) Title and author


2)  Difficulty level

*** challenging, adult books

**   moderate difficulty for teens

*     easier books for younger readers, those who struggle, 

or kids who just want to “go light”


3)  A short blurb describing the content and flavor of the book 

*** Echo of the Big Bang, Michael D. Lemonick. 

Lively and well written account, describing astronomers’ struggle to confirm the big bang theory about how the universe began, and drastically altering our ideas about how the universe works. Shows real scientists at work designing satellite experiments to confirm this theory. 

PHYSICS, ASTRONOMY (origin theories, scientific methods, professionals’ work lives) 

** E=MC2: A Biography of The World’s Most Famous Equation, David Bodanis.

Love, rivalry, revenge, failure, triumph, duplicity, Albert Einstein and physics. Bodanis brings alive the development of the world’s least-understood equation. As we reported on page xx, when you finish this book, you understand relativity in your bones. 

PHYSICS, CHEMISTRY, HISTORY (nuclear power, radiation, scientist biographies).

* Family, J. California Cooper

Knowing that her children, particularly the girls, will face a life of endless abuse as slaves, Clora attempts to poison them and commit suicide herself. Though she dies, her children survive the ordeal. Rather than disappearing, Clora’s spirit hovers over them and narrates the story as her children grow up as slaves. Haunting, riveting, and deeply disturbing; addresses many of the same issues as Beloved but much more accessibly.

HISTORY, ENGLISH  (slavery, civil war, African American history)

** Fast Food Nation: The Dark Side of the All American Meal, Eric Schlosser

Good, old-fashioned no-holds-barred muckraking expose on every aspect of the fast food industry. Schlosser leaves no aspect of the business unscathed; there’s bacteria in the meat, child exploitation behind the counter, family farms being destroyed, and animal cruelty in the slaughterhouses – all backed up with 63 pages of careful documentation. 

SCIENCE, SOCIAL STUDIES (nutrition, food safety, industrial agriculture, labor law, advertising)

* Feed, M.T. Anderson

This innovative novel creates a near-future dystopia where every citizen is fitted with a microchip that constantly feeds individualized commercial messages and trivial entertainment directly to the brain – a plausible extrapolation of current trends toward the commercialization of every aspect of human life, with junk-input from every direction. Like the characters in A Clockwork Orange, these teens speak a futuristic argot that chillingly reflects their distorted interior lives. A savage satire of what it means to be a teenager in America today. 

ENGLISH, SOCIAL STUDIES, SCIENCE (the future, risks and benefits of technology, consumerism and consumption, adolescent development)

** The Future of Life, Edward O. Wilson

A comprehensive look at the perils facing the planet by one of our leading scientists, the  father of sociobiology. Wilson presents a deeply worrisome picture of the earth’s current state, looking at resource depletion, pollution, global warming, and other assaults to our biosphere. But later, he turns hopeful and practical, endorsing the actions of NGOs (non-governmental organizations) that are already having significant impact worldwide. If you poll teenagers on the big topics they wonder about, the future always tops the lost. This book directly, readably and articulately addresses that concern.  

SCIENCE, SOCIAL STUDIES  (the future, ecology, global warming, natural resources, environmental politics) 

** Genome: Autobiography of a Species in 23 Chapters, Matt Ridley 

Here’s what good popular science writing sounds like: "Imagine that the genome is a book. There are twenty-three chapters, called Chromosomes. Each chapter contains several thousand stories, called Genes. Each story is made up of paragraphs, called Exons, which are interrupted by advertisements called Introns. Each paragraph is made up of words, called Codons. Each word is written in letters called Bases." Readable and utterly current, this topic appears in newspaper headlines every day. 

SCIENCE, SOCIAL STUDIES (Genetic engineering, bioethics, stem cell research) 

* Girls: A History of Growing up Female in America, Penny Colman

An upbeat history of the roles of girls (and women) including native Americans, pioneers, former slaves, mill workers, children of farmers, and immigrants, told through excerpts from letters, diary entries, and published memoirs. 

HISTORY, SOCIAL STUDIES (gender roles, history of childhood, women’s issues)

* The Hot Zone, Richard Preston






Novelization of a real outbreak of ebola virus, spread from infected apes in a Virginia lab. Shows how possible – perhaps likely – such an epidemic may be. When you hear the symptoms of ebola (“crashing and bleeding out”) you definitely will not be playing with any stray monkeys. 

BIOLOGY, CHEMISTRY, SOCIAL STUDIES (Plagues, emergency preparedness) 

* Left for Dead: A Young Man's Search for Justice for the USS Indianapolis, Peter Nelson

The ultimate science fair and history project. The research of 11-year-old Hunter Scott, which was inspired by a passing reference in the movie Jaws, uncovered the truth behind a historic WWII naval disaster. The Indianapolis was torpedoed in 1944, and hundreds of sailors who had survived the sinking were gradually killed sharks as rescue came too late. Young Scott’s research ultimately led to the reversal of the wrongful court martial of the ship's captain. 

(HISTORY, SCIENCE) World War II, naval warfare, military justice, sharks) 

* Material World, Peter Menzel

Photographers spent one week living with a "statistically average" family in each of 30 countries, learning about their work, their attitudes toward their possessions, and their hopes for the future. Then, a "big picture" shot of the family was taken outside the dwelling, surrounded by all their (many or few) material goods. Fascinating demographic, economic, and statistical details abound. 

SOCIAL STUDIES, GEOGRAPHY, ECONOMICS (families, cross-cultural studies, regional history, distribution of wealth, globalization)

* Maus: A Survivor’s Tale, Art Siegelman 

Stunning, eloquent Pulitzer-Prize-winning depiction of Nazism in comic-book form. Using stories of his own father’s survival, Spiegelman draws the Jews as mice, the Germans as cats, the Poles as pigs, the French as frogs, and the Americans as dogs. Incongruous? Publishers Weekly said: “The quasi-innocent simplification of the comic-book genre turns out to be a surgical instrument baring the malignancy of adult evil.”

HISTORY, ART, ENGLISH (World War II, fanaticism, holocaust)

*** A Mathematician Reads the Newspaper, John Allen Paulos

Looks at 52 different news stories, from sports to the stock market, politics to war to health, and finds fascinating puzzles and concepts that call on mathematical thinking. For example, how much stock in a company do you need to own in order to have an influence on its policy? Great for jigsawing – students can focus on topics they care most about. Challenging but lively. 

MATHEMATICS, SOCIAL SCIENCE, ECONOMICS (mathematical persuasion, statistics, interpreting the news)

* Nickel and Dimed: On Not Getting By in America, Barbara Ehrenreich

The celebrated New Yorker magazine reporter tries to make a living (and have a life) in several minimum wage jobs: waitress, house-cleaner, nursing home aide, and Wal-Mart clerk. It doesn’t work. This look at the underside of capitalism profiles the millions of poor people in America who work full-time. 

SOCIAL STUDIES, MATHEMATICS, ECONOMICS (labor, sociology, economic hierarchies, poverty)

* Our America: Life and Death on the South Side of Chicago, LeAlan Jones and Lloyd Newman

After five-year old Eric Morse was dropped from the 14th story of the Ida B. Wells housing project, a National Public Radio producer gave these two young men a tape recorder and asked them to investigate the story. The result is a documentary of contemporary life in a tough city neighborhood, where local residents experience violence and death as part of their everyday struggle for survival. A very personal and humanizing portrait of the authors’ families and friends.  

SOCIAL STUDIES, CURRENT EVENTS (poverty, urban issues, violence, welfare)   

* A Parrot in the Oven: Mi Vida, Victor Martinez

A lyrical, episodic, multiple award-winning Mexican-American coming of age story. Manny wants to be vato firme, a guy to respect, and the year leading up to his initiation into a gang is filled with pain and tension. Meanwhile, his family struggles with violence, discrimination, and inner turmoil in the dusty Califonia town where Manny is trying to grow up. 

SPANISH, ENGLISH, HISTORY (Mexican-American issues, ethnic studies, family history)


* Postville: Culture Clash in the Heartland, Stephen Bloom

What happens when members of a fundamentalist Jewish sect move to a small Iowa town and set up a kosher slaughterhouse which becomes the dominant economic force in the area. The mostly Lutheran farmers and townsfolk are deeply alienated by the behavior (or is it just the cultural differences?) of the newcomers, who make few efforts at peacemaking. The book culminates in a hotly contested town election, basically a referendum on the Jews.

HISTORY, ECONOMICS, ENGLISH (Culture clash, prejudice, ethnic studies)  

** Rethinking Columbus: The Next 500 Years, Bill Bigelow, ed. 

This book has changed the way that "the discovery of America" is taught in classrooms across the country. Bigelow uses mostly many primary sources to show the ruthless inhumanity of the explorer captain; nothing is more damning or disturbing than Columbus’ own journal. This book gives readers a sense of how Europeans came to dominate this hemisphere -- and celebrates over 500 years of the courageous struggles and lasting wisdom of native peoples.  Also a role-play trial of Columbus, materials on Thanksgiving Day, resources, historical documents, poetry, and more. Some critics say this book is too “politically correct” and that’s another great discussion topic for kids. 

HISTORY, GEOGRAPHY (Age of Exploration, colonialism, native peoples)

** The Things They Carried, Tim O’Brien  

Widely acknowledged to be the greatest Vietnam novel, O’Brien’s book unfolds as a loosely strung, graphic series of war memories evoked by specific objects carried by soldier going into battle. "They carried all the emotional baggage of men who might die. Grief, terror, love, longing--these were intangibles, but the intangibles had their own mass and specific gravity, they had tangible weight.” And it goes much deeper; this is a deeply structured meditation on war, humanity, writing, storytelling, and truth. 

HISTORY, ENGLISH  (war, Vietnam, Southeast Asian history, writing)  

**Zero: Biography of a Dangerous Idea, Charles Seife 

One of the most interesting and accessible math books in recent years, this cross-cultural, historical study of the development of zero covers everything from the number line to black holes. Zero (and its companion, infinity) were such frightening concepts in many cultures (especially the Aristotelian west) that the development of higher mathematics was impeded for centuries. The book shows the important debts owed to Egyptian, Islamic, and eastern cultures; it took the whole world to create nothing. A great book for the beginning of any math course; when kids encounter stuff that’s too hard, they can just skip ahead. 

ALGEBRA, GEOMETRY, CALCULUS, PHYSICS (history of mathematics, world history, astronomy)

