
Summer Reading Program – Entering 9th Graders - Honors 
Theme:  Family and Relationships 

 
Required Reading Books 
 

 

The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time by Mark 

Haddon: Christopher John Francis Boone knows all the countries of the 
world and their capitals, and every prime number up to 7, 057. Although 
gifted with a superbly logical brain, Christopher is autistic.  Everyday 
interactions and admonishments have little meaning for him.  Routine, 
order and predictability shelter him from the messy wider world.  Then, at 
fifteen, Christopher’s carefully constructed world falls apart when he finds 
his neighbor’s dog, Wellington, impaled on a garden fork and he is initially 
blamed for the killing. Christopher decides that he will track down the real 
killer and turns to his favorite fictional character, the impeccably logical 
Sherlock Holmes, for inspiration.  As he tries to deal with the crisis in his 
own family, we are drawn into the workings of Christopher’s mind. 

AND 

 

The Book Thief by Markus Zusak: It’s just a small story really, about 

among other things: a girl, some words, an accordionist, some fanatical 
Germans, a Jewish fist-fighter, and quite a lot of thievery…Set during 
world War II in Germany, Markus Zusak’s groundbreaking novel is the 
story of Liesel Meminger, a foster girl living outside of Munich. Liesel 
scratches out a meager existence for herself by stealing when she 
encounters something she can’t resist-books. With the help of her 
accordion playing foster father, she learns to read and shares her stolen 
books with her neighbors during bombing raids as well as with the Jewish 
man hidden in her basement before he is marched to Dachau. 

Summer Reading: Socratic Seminar  

The project for your summer reading will be a Socratic seminar with your classmates 
during your first week of school. A seminar is a forum type discussion based off the teaching 
methods of the philosopher, Socrates. A list of prompts will be attached to the back of this 
packet. You will be responsible for taking notes as you read this summer and will be 
discussing your ideas and perspectives about the novel with your classmates when you 
return. Also attached, are a list of prompt topics, guidelines, expectations, and a scoring 
rubric.  

 



Summer Reading: Socratic Seminar 
 

 Characters: character questions probe into the ideals, actions, purposes, 

and motives of the characters. 

 

 Setting: setting questions consider how the settings of the story represent, 

influence, or influence the novel itself and our lives. 

 

 Symbols: symbol questions look for the underlying meaning in symbolic 

items, relationships, speech, and actions throughout the novel, they 

interpret the ‘ideas’ behind the ‘things.’ 

 

 Theme/motif: theme/motif questions identify or prompt discussion on the 

underlying truths about humanity in the book, what the author was trying 

to communicate about society. 

 

 Style: style questions reflect on the way the author chose to write the 

novel. What technical elements did he include, what decisions did he 

make, and how did they influence the telling of the story? Analyze the 

author's writing style and decide if they're a master or an amateur. 

 Essential: essential questions examine ideas from the novel. (e.g. what is 

love? how does one love? what is family? what is normal? what role does 

community play in the individual’s life? Is love helpful or harmful?) 

 

 

 

 

 



Guidelines for Participants in a Socratic Seminar 

 

1. Refer to the text when needed during the discussion. A seminar is not 

a test of memory. You are not "learning a subject"; your goal is to 

understand the ideas, issues, and values reflected in the text 

2. It’s OK to "pass" when asked to contribute 

3. Do not participate if you are not prepared 

4. Do not stay confused; ask for clarification 

5. Focus on the subject currently under discussion; make   

          notes about ideas you  want to come back to 

6. Don't raise hands; take turns speaking 

7. Listen carefully 

8. Speak up so that all can hear you 

9. Talk to each other, not just to the leader or teacher 

    10. Discuss ideas, not just each other's opinions 

    11. You are responsible for the seminar 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Expectations of Participants in a Socratic Seminar 

 

When I am evaluating your Socratic Seminar participation, I ask the 

following questions about participants.  Did they….  

Speak loudly and clearly? 

Cite reasons and evidence for their statements? 

Listen to others respectfully? 

Stick with the subject? 

Talk to each other, not just to the leader? 

Paraphrase accurately? 

Ask for help to clear up confusion? 

Support each other? 

Avoid hostile exchanges? 

Question others in a civil manner? 

Seem prepared? 

  



Socratic Seminar:  Participant Rubric    

 

A Level Participant 

   

 Participant offers enough solid analysis, without prompting, to 
move the conversation forward  

 Participant, through her comments, demonstrates a deep 
knowledge of the text and the question  

 Participant has come to the seminar prepared, with notes  
 Participant, through her comments, shows that she is actively 

 listening to other participants  
 Participant offers clarification and/or follow-up that extends 

    the conversation  
 Participant’s remarks often refer back to specific parts of the text.  

   

 
B Level Participant 

   
 Participant offers solid analysis without prompting  
 Through comments, participant demonstrates a good knowledge 

of the text and the question  
 Participant has come to the seminar prepared, with notes  
 Participant shows that he/she is actively listening to others 

     and  offers clarification and/or follow-up  
 

 
C Level Participant 

 Participant offers some analysis, but needs prompting from the 
     seminar leader  

 Through comments, participant demonstrates a general 
 knowledge of the text and question  

 Participant is less prepared, with few notes  
 Participant is actively listening to others, but does not offer 

       clarification and/or follow-up to others’ comments  
 Participant relies more upon his or her opinion, and less on the 

text to drive her comments  
 

 

D or F Level Participant 

 Participant offers little commentary  
 Participant comes to the seminar ill-prepared with little 

    understanding of the text and question  
 Participant does not listen to others, offers no commentary to 

   further the discussion         
 Participant distracts the group by interrupting other speakers or 

   by offering off topic questions and comments. 
 Participant ignores the discussion and its participants  

 
 
 
 
 



Summer Reading: Socratic Seminar  

Directions: Below are the questions/prompts for your Socratic Seminar on The Curious 

Incident of the Dog in the Night-time. Read them and make notes about your thoughts, 

keeping track of ideas you might want to discuss during the seminar. 

 

Characters: 

 How is Christopher different from characters you've read about before? How is he 

similar? 

 What is Mrs. Alexander's role in the story? Does her secret ultimately help or harm 

Christopher? 

 What kind of a man is Christopher's father? How do you view him? How do you think 

Haddon wished you to view him? 

 What kind of a woman is Christopher's mother? How do you view her? How do you 

think Haddon wished you to view her? If you were Christopher and you had to pick, 

who would you live with? 

 What is Siobhan's role in the novel? How does she shape Christopher's life? Where 

would Christopher be without her? 

 What commentary might Haddon be making about parenting autistic children? Is he 

sympathetic or accusatory? 

Setting: 

 Which is the safest setting in the novel for Christopher? Which is the most dangerous? 

 How does the school experience differ for Christopher than it would for a 'normal' 

student? 

 What is significant/important about the setting of the train and train station? What 

does Christopher's presence in these places represent? 

 How do large spaces compare to small spaces in the novel? Why are they 

characterized this way? 



Symbols: 

 What does math represent? 

 What does Toby represent? What do animals in general represent? How are they 

different from people? 

 What does the train represent? 

 What does the pitchfork represent? 

 What do the stars and the infinite black of space represent? 

 What do the letters from Christopher's mother represent? 

 

Theme/motif: 

 How is the motif of science vs. religion dealt with in the novel? What is Christopher 

saying about the two? What is Haddon saying about the two? What role do both play 

in your life? 

 How is the motif of unrequited love dealt with in the story? Between Christopher and 

father? Between Father and Mother? Between Father and Mrs. Shears? 

 How are thematic ideas between humans and animals discussed? How do humans 

compare with animals through Christopher's eyes? Through your eyes? 

 How is the motif of neural disorder treated in the book? Is Christopher “crazy” or is 

his father? Are we crazy? 

 Where do you notice the motif of 'leaving' in the novel? Who is the only character 

who never leaves? Is this important? Is it a sign of strength or weakness? 

 Where do you notice the motif of truth vs. lie throughout the story? How do 

Christopher and his father differ in this aspect? What is the author saying by 

comparing honesty and dishonesty in this way? 

Style: 

 What effect does Haddon create by narrating the novel through Christopher's 

perspective? Does it make Autism more or less relatable to you? 



 How do Christopher's drawings affect the reading of the novel? What do they add? 

Take away? 

 How would the novel be different told through the father's perspective? The mother's 

perspective? Mrs. Shears' perspective? 

 Why does first person narration in this novel make more sense than second or third 

person narration? Does it? 

Essential: 

 What does it mean to be a parent? Is there one way to love your child? Are there 

good and bad ways? What does it mean to be the parent of a child with autism? 

 Is unconditional love a beneficial or harmful emotion? Are there times when 

unconditional love can be dangerous? Hurtful? 

 What is family? What relationships does it contain? How do families function and 

dysfunction? How did Christopher's function and dysfunction? 

 What does it mean to live in this society with a mental disorder? For the individual? 

For those taking care of the individual? How does it change their lives? How does it 

change ours? 

 How do we grow up? Is it always painful? Does it require heartbreak? Does it require 

struggle? How do kids grow up today? What must one do to become an individual? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Summer Reading: Socratic Seminar 

Directions: Below are the questions/prompts for your Socratic Seminar on The Book Thief. 

Read them and make notes about your thoughts, keeping track of ideas you might want to 

discuss during the seminar. 

Characters: 

 What kind of hero is Liesel? What does she add to the novel? How does she give the 

reader a new perspective on WWII and Nazis? 

 How are parents treated in the novel? How does Liesel’s real mother compare to her 

foster parents? What kind of people are Liesel’s real and foster parents? 

 What effect does max have on the story? Does his story mesh with Liesel’s? Whose 

story is worse? 

 How is “Death” portrayed in the story? Is this the typical Death character you’ve 

grown up with? Is he more or less complex? 

 What is the role of the mayor’s wife? What does she have in common with Liesel? 

Why is she important beyond the library? 

 

Setting: 

 How does the setting of the town represent the time period? What is the weather 

like? What are the houses like? What is it like to live there? 

 Discuss the importance and mystique of the Hubermann basement?  

 What kind of place is the study/library where Liesel steals her books? Good or bad? 

Comforting or cruel? 

 How does the outside world compare to the inside world in this novel? How does the 

above ground world compare to the below ground world? What is the significance? 

 

Symbols: 

 What does the accordion represent? 



 What does Max’s book represent? Why is Liesel’s first book called The Gravedigger’s 

Handbook? 

 What is the significance of stealing? 

 What does Rudy’s Jesse Owens routine represent? 

 What represent’s language in the novel and how? What is meant by the towering 

inferno of books in the town square? 

 What does the Jew collapsing in the street that Hans gives bread to represent? 

 

Theme/motif: 

 How are death and mortality dealt with in the novel? What is it exactly that is so 

special about life?  

 How are themes dealing with morality dealt with in the novel? What is right? What is 

wrong? Who decides? 

 What are the various kinds of love represented in the novel? Between which 

characters? What is Zusak saying about love? 

 Discuss human strength and weakness in the novel? What makes certain characters 

strong and certain characters weak? Are characters’ actions typical of what we would 

consider strong or do they challenge our previous ideas? 

 Discuss the motifs of reading and writing in the novel. Why is language significant? 

Discuss the destruction vs. preservation of language? 

 Discuss the motif of free will vs. the absence of free will in the novel. Which 

characters are free? Which are subjugated? What does freedom mean? Is it always 

attained by pure means? Who suffers at the hands of the free? 

 

Style: 

 What were some interesting stylistic elements zusak included in his novel? What were 

some confusing stylistic elements? 



 How did the narration from Death add or take away from the novel? 

 How did the drawings and story within the story add or take away from the novel? 

 Discuss Zusak’s use of lists throughout the novel? 

 What kind of imagery did Zusak often use? Was it effective? 

 

Essential: 

 What does it mean to be a good, moral person? How can one be a good person? Are 

people inherently bad or good? 

 Is poverty to the point of starvation an excuse for desperate acts? For stealing? For 

lying? For scapegoating? 

 What is family? What relationships does it contain? How do families function and 

disfunction? How did Liesel’s function and disfunction? 

 How does language affect our lives? Our history? Our future? How important is 

freedom of speech? How important is fiction? How important is reading/writing? 

 How do we grow up? Is it always painful? Does it require heartbreak? Does it require 

struggle? How do kids grow up today? What must one do to become an individual? 

 Is pain a requisite to love? Must one who loves always be hurt intentionally or 

unintentionally by the subject of their love? 

 Does such an ideal as humanity really exist if people are capable of such barbarism? 

What keeps humans human?  

 How does the technological age threaten our use of language? How does it improve 

it? How are we evolving through language? Will we repeat our mistakes or learn from 

them? 

 


