
 

 

 

2026 English Summer Reading Guide: 

AP Language & Composition 

 

Instructions: 

The book: Choose ONE of the memoirs listed below. Obtain a physical copy of the book that you will bring to 

class. (Ebooks are allowed for specific ebook accommodations only.) Read your chosen book carefully and 

thoughtfully before the first day of school. Follow the guidance on the next page for reading carefully 

and tracking your thinking. Besides reading and annotating thoughtfully, there is no separate assignment to 

complete.  

 

When Breath Becomes Air by Paul Kalanithi 

At the age of thirty-six, on the verge of completing a decade’s worth of 

training as a neurosurgeon, Paul Kalanithi was diagnosed with stage IV 

lung cancer. One day he was a doctor treating the dying, and the next he 

was a patient struggling to live. And just like that, the future he and his 

wife had imagined evaporated. When Breath Becomes Air chronicles 

Kalanithi’s transformation from a naïve medical student “possessed,” as he 

wrote, “by the question of what, given that all organisms die, makes a 

virtuous and meaningful life” into a neurosurgeon at Stanford working in the brain, the most 

critical place for human identity, and finally into a patient and new father confronting his own 

mortality.  

 

Know My Name by Chanel Miller 

She was known to the world as Emily Doe when she stunned millions with a 

letter. Brock Turner had been sentenced to just six months in county jail 

after he was found sexually assaulting her on Stanford's campus. Her victim 

impact statement was posted on BuzzFeed, where it instantly went 

viral--viewed by eleven million people within four days, it was translated 

globally and read on the floor of Congress; it inspired changes in California 

law and the recall of the judge in the case. Thousands wrote to say that she 

had given them the courage to share their own experiences of assault for the 

first time. Now she reclaims her identity to tell her story of trauma, transcendence, and the 

power of words. It was the perfect case, in many ways--there were eyewitnesses, Turner ran 

away, physical evidence was immediately secured. But her struggles with isolation and shame 

during the aftermath and the trial reveal the oppression victims face in even the best-case 

scenarios. 

 

Born a Crime: Stories from a South African Childhood by Trevor Noah 

Trevor Noah’s unlikely path from apartheid South Africa to the desk of The 

Daily Show began with a criminal act: his birth. Trevor was born to a white 

Swiss father and a black Xhosa mother at a time when such a union was 

punishable by five years in prison. Living proof of his parents’ indiscretion, 

Trevor was kept mostly indoors for the earliest years of his life, bound by 

the extreme and often absurd measures his mother took to hide him from a government that 

could, at any moment, steal him away. Finally liberated by the end of South Africa’s tyrannical 

white rule, Trevor and his mother set forth on a grand adventure, living openly and freely and 

embracing the opportunities won by a centuries-long struggle. Born a Crime is the story of a mischievous young 

 

https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/when-breath-becomes-air-paul-kalanithi/1147744381
https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/know-my-name-chanel-miller/1133331981?ean=9780735223721
https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/born-a-crime-trevor-noah/1123595364?ean=9780399588198


 

 
boy who grows into a restless young man as he struggles to find himself in a world where he was never supposed 

to exist. It is also the story of that young man’s relationship with his fearless, rebellious, and fervently religious 

mother—his teammate, a woman determined to save her son from the cycle of poverty, violence, and abuse that 

would ultimately threaten her own life. 

 

In the Garden of the Beasts by Erik Larson 

The time is 1933, the place, Berlin, when William E. Dodd becomes America's 

first ambassador to Hitler's Germany in a year that proved to be a turning 

point in history. A mild-mannered professor from Chicago, Dodd brings along 

his wife, son, and flamboyant daughter, Martha. At first Martha is entranced 

by the parties and pomp, and the handsome young men of the Third Reich 

with their infectious enthusiasm for restoring Germany to a position of world 

prominence. Enamored of the New Germany, she has one affair after another, 

including with the surprisingly honorable first chief of the Gestapo, Rudolf 

Diels. But as evidence of Jewish persecution mounts, confirmed by chilling 

first-person testimony, her father telegraphs his concerns to a largely 

indifferent State Department back home. Dodd watches with alarm as Jews are attacked, the press is censored, 

and drafts of frightening new laws begin to circulate. As that first year unfolds and the shadows deepen, the Dodds 

experience days full of excitement, intrigue, romance and ultimately, horror, when a climactic spasm of violence 

and murder reveals Hitler's true character and ruthless ambition.  Suffused with the tense atmosphere of the 

period, and with unforgettable portraits of the bizarre Goring and the expectedly charming—yet wholly 

sinister—Goebbels, In the Garden of Beasts lends a stunning, eyewitness perspective on events as they unfold in 

real time, revealing an era of surprising nuance and complexity. The result is a dazzling, addictively readable work 

that speaks volumes about why the world did not recognize the grave threat posed by Hitler until Berlin, and 

Europe, were awash in blood and terror. 

 

 

 

 

Reading carefully and tracking your thinking: While reading, use the questions below to guide what you 

notice and track. Annotate in your book so you can find your thoughts quickly when you write about the book in 

class.  

●​ How does the author structure their book? What are the main parts, and how do the parts relate to one 

another and to the whole? Why might the author structure their book this way? 

●​ What big ideas does the author focus on throughout their book? Are there any ideas the author especially 

emphasizes or returns to many times? Why might the author emphasize these ideas? 

●​ What life events does the author especially emphasize? Why might they choose these to tell their story and 

not others? 

●​ What does the author’s perspective seem to be, based on how they recount their life? What are they saying 

by telling their story in this way? 

●​ Who does the author seem to be addressing in this book? What type of person might connect the most 

with the story? Does the author seem to be presenting a lesson or message to a specific audience? 

●​ Which passages in the book are especially striking, memorable, moving, or thought-provoking? Why? 

●​ Do you notice any patterns or contrasts throughout the book? 

●​ Look up unfamiliar words as you read and define them in the margins of the book. Do NOT skip over 

unknown words or terms. 

 

Prepare for in-class writing: You will need to write about your chosen book on demand during class on one of 

the first days of school. You will be able to use your physical book and annotations for this but no other resources. 

Make sure you have carefully and thoughtfully read your book and that your annotations are helpful to you. 

 

NEED HELP?  

https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/in-the-garden-of-beasts-erik-larson/1100054038


 

 

If you are a transfer student or you are any student with a question you can’t figure out yourself, email Mrs. 

Galvez (lgalvez@depaulprep.org) or the English teacher listed on your schedule. 

 

mailto:lgalvez@depaulprep.org

