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The	mission	of	the	English	department	is	to	teach	students	to	read,	write,	listen,	speak,	and	think	with	clarity	
and	purpose.	As	part	of	this	commitment,	we	require	all	students	to	participate	in	our	summer	reading	
program.	Each	year,	the	department	seeks	to	engage	and	challenge	our	students	by	carefully	selecting	texts	
that	align	with	our	mission.	In	the	beginning	weeks	of	the	new	school	year,	we	place	significant	emphasis	on	
the	summer	reading	material,	where	students	engage	in	discussions,	activities,	and	assessments.	It	is	
mandatory	that	all	students	diligently	read	and	annotate	the	assigned	texts	to	ensure	active	and	successful	
participation	in	these	tasks,	further	enriching	their	experience.	By	embracing	this	initiative,	students	not	only	
expand	their	literary	horizons	but	also	cultivate	essential	skills	and	insight	that	will	serve	them	well	both	
inside	and	outside	of	the	classroom.	
	

Salt	to	the	Sea	by	Ruta	Sepetys	is	a	powerful	historical	novel	
that	strongly	supports	both	the	mission	of	Holy	Innocents’	
Episcopal	School	and	the	English	Department’s	commitment	
to	helping	students	read,	write,	listen,	speak,	and	think	with	
clarity	and	purpose.	Through	Sepetys’s	use	of	multiple	
narrators	and	concise,	lyrical	chapters,	students	engage	with	
complex	perspectives	while	analyzing	voice,	structure,	and	
characterization.	The	novel	challenges	students	to	track	
shifting	points	of	view,	make	inferences	across	a	fragmented	
narrative,	and	explore	themes	such	as	survival,	guilt,	
responsibility,	and	moral	courage,	all	while	developing	their	
analytical	and	critical	thinking	skills.	

	
The	novel	also	aligns	meaningfully	with	the	school’s	mission.	
By	centering	on	young	refugees	during	World	War	II,	Salt	to	
the	Sea	fosters	empathy	and	compassion,	encouraging	
students	to	consider	the	experiences	of	others	across	cultural	and	historical	divides.	It	promotes	
global	awareness	and	a	deeper	understanding	of	humanity	in	times	of	crisis,	inspiring	students	
to	reflect	on	their	responsibilities	within	a	broader	community.	The	text	invites	students	to	
engage	thoughtfully	with	issues	of	integrity,	sacrifice,	and	the	impact	of	individual	choices,	
reinforcing	the	values	of	respect,	responsibility,	and	purposeful	living.	
	
While	Salt	to	the	Sea	includes	difficult	subject	matter,	such	as	the	realities	of	war,	loss,	
displacement,	and	human	suffering,	these	elements	are	presented	with	sensitivity	and	care,	
making	them	accessible	to	high	school	readers	while	still	honoring	their	historical	significance.	
The	novel	serves	as	a	meaningful	academic	tool	that	prepares	students	for	the	analytical	and	
thematic	rigor	of	high	school	English,	while	also	encouraging	reflection,	empathy,	and	thoughtful	
discussion.	By	reading	Salt	to	the	Sea,	students	not	only	strengthen	essential	literacy	skills	but	
also	engage	in	important	conversations	about	humanity,	resilience,	and	moral	responsibility,	
making	it	a	valuable	and	mission-aligned	component	of	the	9th	grade	curriculum.	

 
 
 



9th Grade Summer Reading Assignment 
Salt to the Sea by Ruta Sepetys 

 
Welcome to 9th Grade English! As part of your summer reading, 
you are required to read Salt to the Sea by Ruta Sepetys and 
actively engage with the text through annotation. 
 
Your Responsibilities 
à Read the entire novel before the first day of school. 
à Annotate the text as you read following the expectations 

outlined in the Summer Reading Annotation Guide. 
à Your annotations should reflect active thinking, engagement, 

and effort—not just completion. 
 
Important Note About Accountability 
All students are required to annotate their books. When you return 
in the fall, your teacher may collect or check your book to review 
your annotations. Your work should clearly show that you read the 
novel thoughtfully and engaged with it throughout. 
 
Purpose 
This assignment is designed to: 
à Help you build strong reading habits 
à Prepare you for class discussions and writing assignments 
à Strengthen your ability to think critically about literature 

 
Final Reminder 
Do not wait until the last minute. Strong annotation happens as you 
read, not after. Have	a	great	summer! 
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Summer	Reading	Annotation	Guide	
HIES	Upper	School	English	Department	

	
Annotation	is	the	process	of	adding	notes,	comments,	or	highlights	directly	to	a	text	as	you	
read.	It	helps	readers	interact	with	the	material	by	identifying	important	ideas,	asking	
questions,	and	making	connections.	Annotation	is	important	because	it	deepens	
understanding,	supports	memory,	and	prepares	students	for	thoughtful	discussions	and	
analysis.	This	annotation	guide	is	designed	to	help	students	actively	engage	with	their	
summer	reading	texts,	whether	fiction	or	nonfiction.	By	using	the	strategies	outlined	here,	
such	as	marking	important	ideas,	asking	questions,	making	connections,	and	tracking	key	
points,	students	will	better	understand	and	remember	what	they	read.	Thoughtful	
annotation	supports	deeper	comprehension,	critical	thinking,	and	meaningful	classroom	
discussions	when	school	resumes.	
	

1. Mark	Important	Ideas	
à Highlight	or	underline	key	points,	main	arguments,	or	important	events.	
à In	fiction,	focus	on	plot	twists,	themes,	or	character	development.	
à In	nonfiction,	mark	central	claims,	evidence,	and	conclusions.	

	
2. Ask	Questions	
à Write	questions	in	the	margins	about	things	you	don’t	understand	or	are	curious	about.	
à Example:	“Why	did	the	character	react	this	way?”	or	“What	evidence	supports	this	

claim?”	
	

3. Make	Connections	
à Connect	the	text	to	your	own	life,	other	texts,	or	current	events.	
à Example:	“This	reminds	me	of	___	because	___.”	

	
4. Note	Author’s	Craft	
à In	fiction:	Note	figurative	language,	imagery,	symbolism,	or	tone.	
à In	nonfiction:	Notice	the	author’s	style,	use	of	evidence,	or	persuasive	techniques.	

	
5. Summarize	Key	Points	
à Briefly	summarize	sections	or	chapters	in	the	margins.	
à This	helps	you	track	the	main	ideas	as	you	read.	

	
6. Identify	Vocabulary	
à Circle	or	highlight	unfamiliar	words.	
à Write	definitions	or	synonyms	in	the	margins	after	looking	them	up.	

	
7. React	and	Reflect	
à Record	your	thoughts,	feelings,	or	opinions.	
à Example:	“I	agree	with	this,”	or	“This	surprised	me	because…”	

	
8. Track	Characters	or	Arguments	
à In	fiction:	Jot	down	character	traits	or	relationships.	
à In	nonfiction:	Outline	the	main	arguments	and	supporting	details.	



Annotation FAQ for Summer Reading 
	

1. How much should I annotate? 
Aim for consistent engagement, rather than highlighting everything or barely marking 
the text. The amount will vary depending on the text; however, you probably should 
aim for an annotation every few pages. Focus on the strength of the annotations that 
you have as opposed to the number of annotations that you have. 
 

Weak:	Highlighting	large	sections	with	little	or	no	explanation	
Strong:	Selective	highlighting	with	clear,	thoughtful	notes	explaining	significance	

 
2. Can I highlight without writing notes? 

No! Highlighting alone is not annotation. You should always include words (a brief 
note) because that reveals why it matters.  

 
3. What if I don’t understand something? 

Annotate your confusion! Write questions or note what is unclear. This shows active 
reading and gives us a place to start discussion later. 

 
4. Do my annotations have to be “smart” or formal? 

Nope. Annotations should sound like you. They can be informal, but they should 
show that you are thinking critically about the text 

 
5. What if I don’t have anything to say? 

Start with simple responses: “This is important because…,” “This shows…,” “I 
notice…,” “I wonder why…” Often, thinking starts after you begin writing. 

 
6. What if I don’t want to write in my book? 

You can use sticky notes or index cards but be sure to clearly reference page numbers 
in case they fall out! 

 
7. Should I look up everything I don’t know? 

Try to use context clues first, but if you can’t figure it out, look it up; this helps to 
build vocabulary and general understanding.  

 
8. Will my annotations be graded? 

Your annotations may be checked for completion and quality. They are also meant to 
support your success in class discussions and written work. 

 
9. Can I annotate too much?	

Yes!	Avoid	over-highlighting	or	writing	excessively	on	every	line.	Focus	
on	meaningful	engagement	rather	than	quantity.	

 
10. How will annotation help me in class? 

Your annotations will give you ideas for discussion, evidence for essays, and a 
stronger understanding of the text—making classwork easier and more meaningful. 

 


