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2026 Pennsylvania Great Reads

The Pennsylvania Center for the Book annually selects two titles, one for young
readers and one for adults, to represent Pennsylvania in the national Great Reads

from Great Places program. Each Pennsylvania Great Read has been published
within the last two years, demonstrates a relevance to Pennsylvania, and reflects

the diversity of the Commonwealth’s residents.

The 2026 Pennsylvania Great Read for Young Readers is Lilac and the Switchback by
Cordelia Jensen. This poignant middle grade novel in verse explores identity,

belonging, and family. Based outside Philadelphia in Pennsylvania’s Lehigh Valley,
the novel will resonate deeply with young readers questioning where they belong.

The Pennsylvania Center for the Book solicits Great Reads nominations from
Pennsylvania librarians and the public.

Want to recommend a title for consideration for the 2027 PA Great Reads?

Submit your nomination here.

Discussion Guide

The following discussion guide has been prepared by the Pennsylvania Center for
the Book to encourage Pennsylvania libraries and community organizations to
facilitate discussions about the 2026 Pennsylvania Great Reads.

The PA Center for the Book has a limited number of 2026 PA Great Reads
bookmarks available to send to libraries and community organizations hosting
book discussions.

Contact us here to request bookmarks (while supplies last).


https://pabook.libraries.psu.edu/
https://www.loc.gov/programs/center-for-the-book/great-reads-from-great-places/
https://www.loc.gov/programs/center-for-the-book/great-reads-from-great-places/
https://pabook.libraries.psu.edu/awards-contests/pa-great-read-from-great-places
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/777263/lilac-and-the-switchback-by-cordelia-jensen/
https://www.cordeliajensen.com/
https://pennstate.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8AKxyMsybLMhSu2
https://pennstate.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8AKxyMsybLMhSu2

2026 PA Great Read for Young Readers
Discussion Guide

Book Information:

Title: Lilac and the Switchback

Author: Cordelia Jensen

Grades: 3-7

Publication Date: August 19, 2025

Publisher: Holiday House (Walker Books Group)
ISBN: 9780823458325

Synopsis:

After losing her mother, Lilac moves in
with relatives, but when she learns her
aunt is pregnant, she fears there may no
longer be room for her.

While feeling lonely and slowly drifting
apart from her best friend, Lilac
discovers a mysterious check from her
estranged father. Lilac sees a relationship
with her biological father as a possible
path to finding the family she longs for,
ultimately risking everything to discover
who she is and where she truly fits in.

Based outside Philadelphia in
Pennsylvania’s Lehigh Valley, this
poignant middle grade novel in verse will \
resonate deeply with anyone questioning Lf b
who they are and where they belong. -""i',




Questions:

Overarching

What was your favorite moment and/or scene in the book?
What did you think about the book’s use of verse as a narrative format?
o Would the use of another narrative format change the story? Why or why
not?
What is a switchback?
o What is an example of a switchback Lilac or another character faced? How
did the character adapt and overcome it?
What is something you took away from this book?
Did your idea of belonging or family change at all as a result of this book?
If there was a sequel (or prequel) to Lilac’s story, what would you want it to be
about?

Characters/Themes

At the beginning of the book, Lilac only knows a few things about her biological
father: he is English, Jewish, and enjoys hiking and soccer. How does this
information influence her search for identity and belonging throughout the book?

o Do you think these influences are conscious and/or subconscious?
Aside from her relationship with her biological father, how does Lilac’s
relationship with her family and friends change over the course of the story?

o What are the main drivers of these changes?
Why does Lilac hide her developing relationship with her biological father from
her aunt and uncle?

o If she had told her family sooner, do you think it would have changed the

outcome of her relationship with her father? Why or why not?

The book features nontraditional family structures and the concept of found
family (or, more accurately, a found trail family). How do these relationships help
Lilac on her journey of self discovery?

o What are some ways these relationships help Lilac realize and/or reaffirm

that she belongs?

How does Lilac’s experiences in the book change her perception of being “extra”?
How does being “extra” go from being a negative attribute to a positive one for
Lilac?
By the end of the story, where do you think Lilac sees herself belonging the most?



Setting

At the beginning of the book, Lilac describes Pinesboro, the town where she lives
with her aunt and uncle, as "...an in-between place...” What does she mean?

o Do her thoughts about and/or her relationship with Pinesboro change at all

throughout the book? Why or why not?

What role does nature and the Trailblazers club play in the story?

o What do they teach Lilac about herself?
How does the book's setting in Pennsylvania influence the story and/or the
characters?

o Could the story take place somewhere else? If so, where?
Did you learn anything new about Pennsylvania through the course of the story?
Have you visited any of the places in the Lehigh Valley or Philadelphia that are
mentioned in the book?

o If so, how did they translate to the page?



About the Pennsylvania Center for the Book

Founded in 2000, the Pennsylvania Center for the Book is a state affiliate of
the Library of Congress Center for the Book. Located at the Penn State University

Libraries, its mission is to study, honor, celebrate, and promote books, reading,
libraries, and literacy to the citizens and residents of the Commonwealth of
Pennsylvania.

Stay up to date with the Center by following us on Facebook, Instagram, and
TikTok!

About the Great Reads from Great Places Program

The national Great Reads from Great Places program highlights the literary
heritage of all 50 U.S. states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin
Islands, American Samoa, Guam, and Northern Marianas by publicizing a list of
titles written by authors from, taking place in, or celebrating the culture and
heritage of each location.

Each state and territorial Center for the Book typically selects one young readers
and one adult title for the program, which are promoted at the Library of
Congress’s annual National Book Festival. The 2026 National Book Festival is
occurring on Saturday, August 22, 2026, at the Walter E. Washington Convention
Center in Washington, D.C.

The Great Reads from Great Places program is made possible by the support of the
Institute of Museum and Library Services and the National Endowment for the
Humanities with added support from the Chief Officers of State Library Agencies.


https://pabook.libraries.psu.edu/
https://www.loc.gov/programs/center-for-the-book/about-this-program/
https://libraries.psu.edu/
https://libraries.psu.edu/
https://www.facebook.com/pacftb
https://www.instagram.com/pacftb/
https://www.tiktok.com/@pacftb
https://www.loc.gov/programs/center-for-the-book/great-reads-from-great-places/
https://www.loc.gov/programs/national-book-festival/about-this-program/
https://www.imls.gov/
https://www.neh.gov/
https://www.neh.gov/
https://www.cosla.org/
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