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PREFACE

The National Association of Scholars (NAS) has analyzed college common readings since 2010.
Different college readings have risen and fallen in popularity—Rebecca Skloot’s The Immortal Life
of Henrietta Lacks one year, Ta-Nehisi Coates’ Between the World and Me another—but our overall
critique has remained fairly constant. College common reading committees overwhelmingly prefer
to select their readings from a narrow subsection of books: politically progressive, designed to
promote activism, confined to American authors, literarily mediocre, juvenile, recently published,

and mostly nonfiction.

The limitations of college common reading selections derive from their institutional frameworks.
Non-academic mission statements steer selection committees away from intellectually
challenging books toward books that promote progressive belief and/or activism; the selection
committees are usually run or dominated by activist “co-curricular” administrators rather than
professors; and common reading programs are frequently integrated with programs of service-
learning and civic engagement, which are designed to promote student activism rather than to
educate students to think.

This year we are adding chronological depth to our analysis and critique. Beach Books 2017-2018
collects intensive data on 498 college common reading selections in 2017-2018 at 481 institutions,
but it also surveys eleven years of college common reading programs, between 2007-2008 and
2017-2018. We have searched college websites, made strategic use of the Wayback Machine
(http://archive.org/web/), and directly contacted common reading program administrators
throughout the nation. Our data is not absolutely comprehensive, and we welcome information
to supplement our lacunae and correct our errors. But we are now able to present and analyze
information on 4,754 assignments over the last eleven years at 732 separate institutions, including
1,664 individual texts.

We have collated this information with multiple audiences and purposes in mind. We present this
data in part to the American public as a whole, to support its efforts to reform college common
reading programs. We also present our data to an audience of common reading professionals, to
whom we are indebted for numerous professional courtesies, for them to use regardless of whether
they take on board our critique of their practices. We advocate systematic reform of college common

reading programs, but in a friendly spirit. We provide this data as an instance of our friendliness.

The NAS has only begun to analyze this larger corpus of data. Our initial inquiry, however, has
led us to modify our existing critique of the general absence of classic texts from college common
readings. Previously, we had taken that absence to be almost absolute, and thus phrased our critique
of college common reading programs as Do differently! With eleven years of data, we can now see

that about 6% of assignments date to before 1989. This allows us to modify our recommendations.
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We now say Follow best practices! We have added a series of additional recommendations, designed
to put this modified exhortation into practice. We expect to continue to update our analyses and

recommendations in years to come, as we engage in further analysis of this body of data.
We have organized Beach Books 2017-2018 in the following sections:
1. our introductory essay summarizing the report’s conclusions;

2. our analysis of the 2017-2018 selections, including explorations of the implications of the

#MeToo movement for common reading selections;
3. our analysis of the eleven years of selections between 2007/2008 and 2017/2018;
4. our recommendations for how to reform college common reading programs; and

5. our Appendices with our full data, including an expanded list of 140 books the NAS

recommends for colleges and universities with common reading programs.

The printed version of Beach Books 2017-2018 does not include Appendices VI, VII, and VIII,
which provide the data on the entire eleven years of college common reading assignments. The cost
to print several hundred pages of data was prohibitive. These appendices appear in the PDF version

of Beach Books 2017-2018 on our website—https://www.nas.org/projects/beachbooks.
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INTRODUCTION

To look at eleven years of common reading assignments together is to confirm the snapshot each
year’s analysis provides. College common readings record with exquisite precision the progressive
concerns of the day. The individual books change each year, but common readings perennially

promote progressive politics.

Common reading selections partly reflect the constraints on their selection committees. Each
year colleges admit large number of students who have not yet read a college-level book and some
of whom have never read a full-length adult book at all. Faculty and staff members on selection
committees all over the country have reported this problem. Another constraint is that common
reading programs largely leave students the voluntary choice of whether to read the common
readings, and there is no academic requirement to motivate students to read the assigned book.
Selection committees therefore face an unpleasant choice between selecting college-level books
that few incoming students will read or selecting juvenile books that will appeal to a larger portion
of the incoming class. We have the greatest sympathy for committees forced by these circumstances

to make unpleasant compromises.

But within these constraints, selection committees are responsible for a further, unnecessary
restriction. Overwhelmingly, they choose books that promote progressive politics. This voluntary
restriction, and not the committees’ external constraints, is what ensures that common reading
selections are overwhelmingly bland, homogenous, literarily undistinguished exercises in
progressive propaganda. By far the most frequently assigned book between 2007/2008 and
2017/2018 was Rebecca Skloot’s The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks (2010), assigned at 201
colleges. Common reading study guides for Skloot’s book transform a softly progressive narrative
into a hard-sell to justify universal, government-provided health insurance.’ Such study guides
showcase leading questions: “Recent political discourse and controversy has surrounded the issue
of affordable health care in the United States. How do the story of Henrietta Lacks and her family
impact this issue?”? Invariably, the story “impacts” the issue by directing students to take the
argument for government health care as a moral given. A common reading, intended to introduce

students to collegiate inquiry, slips swiftly into an advertisement for progressive politics.

The second most frequently assigned book was Wes Moore’s The Other Wes Moore (2010), selected
at 109 colleges. Common reading discussion guides turn Wes Moore’s blandly inspirational memoir
into a tool for building support for the Federal Pell Grants education subsidy. Once again, the

1 Stanley Kurtz, “Obama’s Secret Weapon: Henrietta Lacks,” National Review Online, August 19, 2013, https://www.
nationalreview.com/corner/obamas-secret-weapon-henrietta-lacks-stanley-kurtz/.

2 University of South Florida, Henrietta Lacks Handout, http://www.usf.edu/atle/documents/handout-henrietta-lacks.pdf.
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narrative supports leading questions: “How did the cutting of the Basic Educational Opportunity
Grants impact Mary Moore and her goal of attending college? How do you think it changed the

future for her family?”3

Assemble the most popular books, and a full map of progressive dogma emerges. Bryan Stevenson’s
Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption (2014) (76 colleges)—students should work to
spring criminals from jail, via the Equal Justice Initiative.# Sonia Nazario’s Enrique’s Journey:
The Story of a Boy’s Dangerous Odyssey to Reunite with His Mother (2006) (52 colleges)—we
should legalize illegal immigrants.5 Dave Eggers’ Zeitoun (2009) (38 colleges)—evil Republicans
cause hurricanes that destroy American cities, and then they persecute plaster-saint Muslims.®
Barbara Ehrenreich’s Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America (2001) (23 colleges)—the

American free-market system is awful.

Of the twenty-five most frequently assigned books, only
one was published before 2000—Tim O’Brien’s The e laEal 5ol
out of twenty-five were Nonfiction, Biography, or Of the common
Memoir, including the eleven most frequently assigned I( ead/'ng genre Is
texts. They are, overwhelmingly, books without enduring ins 0 irational hokum.

Things They Carried (1990) (23 assignments). Twenty

literary value, written in the bland style of the ghostwriter.
They are the cream of that crop—good enough to stand
out among common reading selection committees for a
decade. But it is telling that Greg Mortenson’s Three Cups of Tea: One Man’s Mission to Promote
Peace ... One School at a Time (2007) shot to fourth place (74 selections) in the few years before
Mortenson was caught out as a serial fibber. His inspirational hokum would probably be second on
the list (more than 109 selections) if he hadn’t been caught—because the ideal book of the common

reading genre is inspirational hokum.

The general progressive character of the college common reading genre may be undergoing a
further narrowing. The last several years have seen a dramatic concentration of book topics,
toward African American experience, and a specific concentration on the penumbra of progressive
racial ideologies, such as de-incarceration and micro-aggressions. It may be that this shift is a
temporary change, following on the Ferguson Riots of 2015. It may, on the other hand, signal a
more enduring narrowing and radicalization of the common reading genre, a shift from the soft-

hearted humanitarianism of Tracy Kidder’s Mountains Beyond Mountains: The Quest of Dr. Paul

3 Kansas State University, The Other Wes Moore Faculty Guide, https://www.k-state.edu/ksbn/docs/Wes_Moore__
Guide.pdf.

4 David Randall, “Go Sell It On The Campus: Beach Books Update,” Academic Questions 30 (2017), pp. 471—475.

5 E.g., Sam Houston State University, Common Reader Program Curriculum Activities 2015-2016, https://www.shsu.
edu/dept/fye/documents/Curriculum-Guide-2015-2016-Final.pdf.

6 Kansas State University, Zeitoun, https://www.k-state.edu/ksbn/zeitoun/ZeitounGuide.pdf; John Simerman, “Katrina
literary hero Abdulrahman Zeitoun convicted of felony stalking,” The Advocate, June 6, 2016, http://www.theadvocate.
com/new_orleans/news/article_44f85201-e42f-50f0-983c-c9ab7casbayo.html.
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Farmer, A Man Who Would Cure the World (2003) to the bitter rage of Ta-Nehisi Coates’ Between
the World and Me (2015). As the academy becomes progressively more radicalized, so too may
college common readings. As identity politics become an ever larger portion of the progressive

mind, so too may readings focusing on ethnic and sexual identity.

Whether broadly or narrowly progressive, these readings betray that our colleges and universities
can no longer conceive of a “common reading” outside the bounds of progressive politics and
activism. This fact must be underlined. Progressive activism is no longer confined to identities-
studies interdisciplinary programs; it now colors all the putatively “common” aspects of all
university education, including not only common reading programs but also admissions, first year

experience, student life, residential life, and college mission statements.

We have tabulated 4,754 assignments over the last

eleven years at 732 separate institutions, including

1,664 individual texts—and discovered that almost all 4.754 common

of them are artifacts of progressive ideology. Behind I GGC//'/?Q selections
these assignments are 4,754 separate decisions, each are a database
made by up to 50 faculty and administrators. It takes b eyon d com pare
an entire college full of likeminded progressives to ,

: . to substantiate
make a progressive common reading; it takes a country
of progressive academics to make so many likeminded the be[/ef that
common reading selections. 4,754 common reading progress/\/e activists

selections are a database beyond compare to substantiate have ca D tured the

the belief that progressive activists have captured the . . .
American UI’)IVGI’S/Z')/.

American university.

The same mass of data also reveals that a small minority

of colleges do choose better books. Six percent of

common readings were published before 1989, and those common readings include wonderful
works, ranging from Homer’s Iliad to The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass to Graham
Greene’s The Power and the Glory. These classic selections have passed the test of time and possess
considerably higher literary quality than modern common readings. They also offer writing that
was not composed to serve today’s political agendas. Common reading programs can significantly

improve themselves if they adopt the best existing practices of their peers.

Yet we cannot expect reform within the system to do much more than shift the weight of college
common readings toward older works within the progressive tradition—a touch fewer choices of
Between the World and Me and Just Mercy, a few more selections of John Muir’s My First Summer
in the Sierra or Virginia Woolf's A Room of One’s Own. Such improvements would be substantial—

but would leave in place the progressive capture of the academy.

NAS
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The NAS has recommended extensive administrative reforms that we believe would improve the
common reading selection process, from changing common reading program mission statements
to focus on academic outcomes only to excluding “co-curricular” administrators from the selection

committees. We continue to support these reforms. But more must be done.

We now also recommend focused, exterior oversight of common reading programs, by public
bodies or boards of trustees. These overseers should publicize common readings’ political skews,
and by this publicity invoke the conscience of public opinion to inspire the selection committees to

abandon their commitments to progressive politics.

A model for this sort of oversight now exists. In 2017, North Carolina passed into law a Campus
Free Speech Act (CFSA), which provides institutional mechanisms to encourage free speech
and institutional political neutrality in the University of North Carolina System (UNCS).” The
CFSA establishes a Committee on Free Expression, whose duties include both “A description of
substantial difficulties, controversies, or successes in maintaining a posture of administrative and
institutional neutrality with regard to political or social issues” and “Any assessments, criticisms,
commendations, or recommendations the Committee sees fit to include.”® We recommend that
the Committee specifically investigate the UNCS common reading programs to see whether they
violate institutional neutrality.® After all, a great many common readings in the UNCS channel
progressive sentiments and policy positions, including Colin Beavan’s No Impact Man; Sonia
Nazario’s Enrique’s Journey, and Bryan Stevenson’s Just Mercy, while no UNCS common readings
have provided equivalent support for conservative policy positions.’® The Committee should then
recommend programmatic changes to ensure the institutional neutrality of the UNCS common

reading programs, which the Board of Governors could then mandate.

We strongly encourage the North Carolina Committee on Free Expression to take up common
reading programs, and we recommend other states to pass similar Campus Free Speech Acts,
not least so as to provide a basis for restoring political impartiality to public university common
readings. We also recommend the Boards of Trustees at private institutions to take up similar
measures on their own—not because private institutions are required to be politically impartial, as
public institutions are, but because doing so will help their colleges to live up to the highest ideals
of American education. The exact remit of these oversight commissions should vary appropriately
from state to state, and from college to college. Yet all should work to ensure that a common reading’s

articulation of institutional values escapes the narrow cage of progressive political dogma.

7 General Assembly of North Carolina, Session 2017, Session Law 2017-196, House Bill 527, https://www.ncleg.net/
Sessions/2017/Bills/House/PDF/H527v6.pdf.

8 General Assembly of North Carolina, Session 2017, Session Law 2017-196, House Bill 527, https://www.ncleg.net/
Sessions/2017/Bills/House/PDF/H527v6.pdf.

9 See the detailed recommendation in Stanley Kurtz, “Implementing the North Carolina Campus Free Speech Act,”
The James G. Martin Center for Academic Renewal, May 28, 2018, https://www.jamesgmartin.center/2018/05/
implementing-the-north-carolina-campus-free-speech-act/.

10 UNC Chapel Hill, 2015 Summer Reading Program: Just Mercy, http://summerreading.web.unc.edu/previous-
books/2015-summer-reading-program-just-mercy/; UNC Charlotte, Common Reading Experience; https://ucol.
uncc.edu/cre; UNC Wilmington, Common Reading, https://uncw.edu/commonreading/archives.html.
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We make this recommendation with the knowledge that all external supervision over a university
should be exercised with discretion and a light hand, and with an eye toward preserving a robust
climate of academic freedom on campus. We take North Carolina’s CFSA, and the Committee on

Free Expression, to embody this discretion and this light hand.

The National Association of Scholars has been inspecting college common readings for most of
a decade now. We began by recommending that colleges choose better common readings. As the
depth of the political bias in common reading programs became more apparent, we followed up on
our first recommendations by recommending that colleges reform their common reading programs.
We now have sufficient data on the depth of political bias in common readings nationwide that we
have added a recommendation for external oversight upon college common reading programs. We

believe the evidence we have gathered warrants this thorough reform.

NAS
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METHODS

What We Included

Our data includes common readings for every college and university we could find—including
readings for sub-units of an institution such as honors colleges. We included books assigned as
summer readings, whether to freshmen or to all students. Generally these books are outside the

regular curriculum, but a few of them are tied to first-year courses.

How We Categorized the Institutions and Programs

Each common reading program is categorized by Institution Name, State, Type of Institution,
Top Ranking, Program Name, Intended Audience, and Author Visit.

We classify each college and university by Type—public, private sectarian, private nonsectarian,
and community colleges. We also see whether they are ranked by U.S. News & World Report
among either the top 100 National Universities or the top 100 National Liberal Arts Colleges. We
have attempted to be comprehensive, although we have undoubtedly missed a few programs. We
would be grateful for the names of common reading programs we have missed, so we may include

them in our next report.

How We Categorized the Books

Each book is categorized by Author, Title, Publication Date, Genre, Publisher, First Subject
Category, Second Subject Category, First Theme, and Second Theme. We include up to
two subject categories and two themes for each book, as a way to be more precise in our description

of the common readings.

Inevitably such categorization lacks nuance: we categorize Richard Blanco’s The Prince of Los
Cocuyos: A Miami Childhood under Artists’ Lives/Arts and Ethnic Identity/Sexual Identity, when
Immigration or Coming of Age would be perfectly plausible substitutes. It also flattens works: we
put Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale under Family Dysfunction/ Separation, which is a true but not
a full definition. We take our subject categories to be meaningful, but we draw conclusions from

them with a grain of salt.

Subject Category defines what the book is explicitly about. Theme notes aspects of the book that
we take to have been of interest to the selection committees or are of interest to us. For example,
selection committees place great emphasis on diversity as a euphemism for mentioning various
non-white ethnic groups at home or abroad; we have therefore identified a number of ethnic,

geographic, and religious subject matters as themes. Selection committees do not explicitly state

NAS
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their interest in whether a work is in the graphic medium, has a film or TV adaptation, or has an
association with NPR, but we think these are significant facts that ought to be noted, and so we have
included them as well.

Our subject categories largely overlap those of previous years, but with some alterations. We have
limited our total number of subject categories to 30.

NAS
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COMMON READINGS, 2017-2018

Institutions

Beach Books 2017-2018 collects data on 498 college common reading selections in 2017-2018 at

481 institutions. These 481 institutions are located in 47 states and the District of Columbia—every

part of the Union save Hawaii, Nevada, and Wyoming.

State Insttuions State Insttuions
Alabama 7 Missouri 7
Alaska 3 Montana 4
Arizona 3 Nebraska 2
Arkansas 3 New Hampshire 1
California 50 New Jersey 15
Colorado 6 New Mexico 1
Connecticut 8 New York 37
Delaware 1 North Carolina 27
District of Columbia 3 North Dakota 1
Florida 13 Ohio 18
Georgia 7 Oklahoma 2
Idaho 3 Oregon 5
Illinois 14 Pennsylvania 37
Indiana 11 Rhode Island 5
Towa 9 South Carolina 10
Kansas 8 South Dakota 2
Kentucky 8 Tennessee 9
Louisiana 6 Texas 22
Maine 4 Utah 3
Maryland 11 Vermont 3
Massachusetts 30 Virginia 14
Michigan 16 Washington 10
Minnesota 9 West Virginia 3
Mississippi 4 Wisconsin 6
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These 481 institutions include 214 public four-year institutions, 121 private sectarian institutions,

87 private non-sectarian institutions, and 59 community colleges.

According to the U.S. News & World Report rankings, these 481 institutions include two-thirds of
the top 100 universities in the nation and one-third of the top 100 liberal arts colleges.

Rankings Type Number of Institutions
Top 100 Universities Selections 68
Top 100 Liberal Arts Colleges Selections 32

Common readings selected at the highest-ranked colleges and universities (by U.S. News & World
Report ranking) are somewhat better than the typical common reading selection—especially at the
top universities. Below are the assignments at the ten highest-ranked universities and liberal arts

colleges with common reading programs.

Institution Type

»

B Community College

M Private, Nonsectarian

B Private, Sectarian

[ Public

11 U.S. News & World Report: National Universities Rankings, http://colleges.usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/
best-colleges/rankings/national-universities; National Liberal Arts Colleges Rankings, http://colleges.usnews.
rankingsandreviews.com/best-colleges/rankings/national-liberal-arts-colleges.
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TOP UNIVERSITIES

U.S. News &
Institution World Report Common Reading(s)
ranking
Princeton #1 Jan-Werner Miiller, What is Populism? (2016)
University
Stanford #5 (tie) Yaa Gyasi, Homegoing (2016)
University Elizabeth Kolbert, The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural
History (2014)
Jesmyn Ward, Salvage the Bones (2010)
Massachusetts #5 (tie) Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, Americanah (2013)
Institute of
Technology
Columbia #5 (tie) Homer, The Iliad, Bks. I-VI (800 BC?)
University
University of #8 (tie) Walter Isaacson, The Innovators: How a Group of
Pennsylvania Hackers, Geniuses, and Geeks Created the Digital
Revolution (2014)
TOP LIBERAL ARTS COLLEGES
U.S. News &
Institution World Report Common Reading(s)
ranking
Williams College #1 Bryan Stevenson, Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and
Redemption (2014)
Pomona College #6 Arlie Russell Hochschild, Strangers in Their Own Land:
Anger and Mourning on the American Right (2016)
Washington and #10 (tie) Danielle Allen, Our Declaration: A Reading of the
Lee University Declaration of Independence in Defense of Equality (2014)
Davidson College #10 (tie) Susan Nussbaum, Good Kings Bad Kings (2013)
Smith College #12 Cristina Henriquez, The Book of Unknown Americans (2014)
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Assignments

PUBLICATION DATES

Common reading committees continue to select almost nothing but books written in the lifetimes
of incoming students—and very largely books written since 2010. Out of 489 datable texts selected
for 2017-2018 common readings, 329 (67%) were published between 2011 and 2017, and 444 (91%)
have been published between 2001 and the present. The median publication year was 2012. The
most common years of publication were 2016 (89 books, 18% of the total), 2014 (85 books, 17% of
the total), and 2015 (72 books, 15% of the total).

Thirteen selections were published in 2017—more than the 10 (2%) that were published before 1900.
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The entire list of 22 common reading selections published from antiquity through 1980 appears below:

ASSIGNMENTS THROUGH 1980

The Iliad (Books 1-6) Homer 800 BC Columbia University
Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle Ca. 350 BC Hillsdale College
Doctor Faustus Marlowe, Christopher 1592 Utah Valley University
The Condensed Smith, Adam / 1776/2011 Florida College
Wealth of Nations Butler, Eamonn

Frankenstein Shelley, Mary 1818 Doane University
Frankenstein Shelley, Mary 1818 Emory University

NAS
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Frankenstein Shelley, Mary 1818 Gustavus Adolphus
College

Frankenstein Shelley, Mary 1818 Washington
University in St. Louis

Hard Times Dickens, Charles 1854 The King’s College

Dracula Stoker, Bram 1897 Auburn University at
Montgomery

All Quiet on the Remarque, Erich 1929 Lynchburg College

Western Front Maria

The Grapes of Wrath Steinbeck, John 1939 University of
California, Santa Cruz,
Rachel Carson College

Under the Sea Wind: Carson, Rachel 1941 University of

A Naturalist’s Picture California, Santa Cruz,

of Ocean Life Rachel Carson College

Existentialism Is a Sartre, Jean Paul 1946 University of

Humanism California, Santa Cruz,
Stevenson College

1984 Orwell, George 1949 Delaware Valley
University

Fahrenheit 451 Bradbury, Ray 1953 Belmont Abbey
College

The Idea of a Kerr, Clark 1963 University of

Multiversity California, Santa Cruz,
Porter College

The Quest for Peace King, Martin Luther, 1964 Catawba College

and Justice Jr.

The Lame Shall Enter O’Connor, Flannery 1965 The King’s College

First

Silence Endo, Shusaku 1966 Loyola Marymount
University

A Man of the People Achebe, Chinua 1967 Dartmouth College

The Hiding Place Ten Boom, Corrie 1971 Harding University

Sula Morrison, Toni 1973 Salisbury University

The Girl Who Was Tiptree, James, 1974 University of

Plugged In Jr. [Alice Bradley California, Santa Cruz,

Sheldon] Crown College

NAS
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GENRES

We classify common readings by genre: biography, memoir, newspaper, nonfiction, novel, play,
poetry, and so on. The large majority of the 498 assignments were in the three allied genres of
Nonfiction (174, 35% of the total), Memoir (142, 29% of the total), and Biography (20, 4% of the total).

Together there were 336 selections from these three genres, 67% of the total number of assignments.

Novels were the most popular genre of imaginative literature: 119 selections, 24% of the total.

Genre Number of Assignments
Biography 20
Epic Poem 1
Essay 5
Lecture 1
Memoir 142
Memoir Poems 1
Miscellaneous 8
Musical 2
Newspaper 3
Nonfiction 174
Novel 119
Play 3
Poetry 7
Short Stories 10
Skills Assessment 1
TV Program 1
Total 498

NAS
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SUBJECT CATEGORIES

We divided the common readings into 30 subject categories. Since each book could be assigned up
to two categories, the total number of subject categories is greater than the number of assignments.
In 2017-2018, there were 804 assigned subject categories. A book such as Matt Richtel’s A Deadly
Wandering: A Tale of Tragedy and Redemption in the Age of Attention (2014) was categorized
under Humanitarianism/Social Activism and Media/Science/Technology; Jennine Cap6 Crucet’s

Make Your Home Among Strangers (2015) was categorized under Coming of Age and Immigration.

The most popular subject categories in 2017-2018 were Civil Rights/Racism/Slavery (107
readings), Crime and Punishment/Police (82 readings), Immigration (68 readings), Media/

Science/Technology (57 readings), and Feminism/Sex Discrimination/Women (51 readings).

Subject Category Number of Selections
America/Americans 18
Animals/Environmentalism/Nature 19
Apocalyptic/Dystopian/Science Fiction 34
Artists’ Lives/Arts 6
Business/Economics/Economy 5
Career Advice/Success 9
Civil Rights/Racism/Slavery 107
Coming of Age 10
Crime and Punishment/Police 82
Disability/Disease/Mental Health 31
Disasters 5
Dispossession/Emigration/Exile 21
Drugs/Poverty 50
Education 11

Ethnic Cleansing/Genocide/Oppressive Regimes 18

Ethnic Identity/Sexual Identity 14
Family Dysfunction/Separation 38
Feminism/Sex Discrimination/Women 51
Food 6
Humanitarianism/Social Activism 26
Immigration 68
Imprisonment/Internment 3
International History 2

NAS
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Media/Science/Technology 57
Medicine/Mortality 31
Philosophy/Religion/Spirituality 32
Politics 5
Psychology/Pursuit of Happiness/Self-Help 20
Sports 9
War 16
Total 804
NAS
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Subject Categories

Civil Rights/Racism/Slavery w107

Crime and Punishment/Police
Immigration
Media/Science/Technology
Feminism/Sex Discrimination/Women
Drugs/Poverty

Family Dysfunction/Separation
Apocalyptic/Dystopian/Science Fiction
Philosophy/Religion/Spirituality
Medicine/Mortality
Disability/Disease/Mental Health
Humanitarianism/Social Activism
Dispossession/Emigration/Exile
Psychology/ Pursuit of Happiness/Self-Help
Animals/Environmentalism/Nature
Ethnic Cleansing/Genocide/Oppressive Regimes
America/Americans

War

Ethnic Identity/Sexual Identity
Education

Coming of Age

Sports

Career Advice/Success

Food

Artists’ Lives/Arts

Politics

Disasters
Business/Economics/Economy
Imprisonment/Internment

International History

I 82
L EEE
I 57
——— 51
I 50
I 38

34
I 32
I 3
I 31

. 26
. 2
L i)
. 19
. 18
. 18
s 16
I 14
L Ri

I 10

. 9

w9

6

M 5

M5

M5

w5

B3

12

0 20 40 60 80 100

/\

120



BEACH BOOKS: 2017-2018 | 25

THEMES

We have also recorded 23 further themes prominent among these assignments. Each book could
be assigned up to two themes. We assigned Joshua Davis’ Spare Parts: Four Undocumented
Teenagers, One Ugly Robot, and the Battle for the American Dream (2014) the themes Latin
American and Protagonist Under 18, while we could have substituted Film/TV version exists as

one of those themes.

In 2017-2018, there were 406 assigned themes. Most of these register the persisting interest in
diversity, defined by non-white ethnicity at home and abroad, but the remainder register other
aspects of common readings worth noting. Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones (2010) has an African
American theme and a Hurricane Katrina theme; Reyna Grande’s The Distance Between Us (2012)
has a Latin American theme and a Protagonist Under 18. Many common readings discuss books
of which a film or television version exists, a significant number are graphic novels or memoirs,
and many have a protagonist under 18 or are simply young-adult novels. The themes register most
strongly the common reading genre’s continuing obsession with race, as well as its infantilization

of its students, its middlebrow taste, and its progressive politics.

In 2017-2018, the most popular themes were African American (160), Latin American (54),
Protagonist Under 18 (29), Film/Television version exists (24), and African (22).

Theme Number of Selections
Afghanistan War 1
African 22
African American 160
Asian 3
Asian American 11
European 18
Film/TV version exists 24
Graphic work 14
Hurricane Katrina 3
Iraq War 1
Islamic World 14
Jewish World 1
Latin American 54
Muslim American 9
Native American 7
NPR 4

NAS
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Theme Number of Selections
Pacific Islander 1

Protagonist Under 18 29

South Asian 6

Southeast Asian 5

Vietnam War 1

White Appalachian 9

Young Adult 9

Total 406

MOST WIDELY ASSIGNED BOOKS

These were the ten most widely