
Urban Summer Reading List 2008 

 

 
One of our primary goals at Urban is to encourage and support learning outside of the classroom. To this 

end, we expect that you will read during extended school breaks.  Here are some suggested titles 

recommended by Urban faculty.  The books are available in bookstores and in local libraries.  You should 

plan to read at least 2 of these books this summer, and we encourage you to read the community read, 

What is the What. 

 

Community Read  

 

What is the What by Dave Eggers       *great for all grades* 

Please join the Urban Community and read Dave Egger’s fictionalized biography of Valentino Achak Deng, 

one of the Lost Boys of Sudan.   

 

Want to understand what's really happening in Sudan? What is the What is the moving and beautifully 

written story of one of the lost boys of Sudan.  After fleeing the civil war and trekking across the African 

desert at age six (surviving attacks from lions and soldiers along the way), Valentino Achak Deng spent a 

decade in UN camps before making it to the U.S. as a refugee.  The story of his survival in the U.S. is no 

less compelling as he struggles to navigate a new kind of wilderness.  This "memoir" will captivate and 

astonish you with its straightforward prose and extraordinary moments. 

-Brooke Roberts, History 

 

In What is the What, Sudanese refugee Valentino Achak Deng tells his "mostly true" harrowing account of 

his journey from Sudan to Ethiopia and eventually to Atlanta, Georgia during the Sudanese Civil War. The 

book weaves in and out of Valentino's past and present life, telling a tale about suffering, survival, love, 

loss and home.   The story is narrated by Dave Eggers, who brings humanity and humor to this tragic tale. 

 –Jennifer Starkweather, Art 

 

What is the What is a biographical novel about a real “Lost Boy” refugee from Sudan named Valentino 

Achak Deng written by David Eggers, the founder of 826 Valencia.  It starts out with Deng being robbed at 

home in Atlanta, and through an internal monologue we learn the story of thousands of Sudanese who have 

been displaced from their homes due to the atrocities of the civil conflicts in Sudan.  The hardships 

described here are harrowing and at times difficult it’s to comprehend the brutality, but the story of Deng’s 

spirit and survival is inspiring. 

-Suren Tummala, Science 

 

 

 

Fiction 
 

Kindred by Octavia Butler        *great for all grades* 

In this science fiction novel, Dana, a black woman married to a white man in 1976, is suddenly transported 

to the 1800s to save Rufus, the white son of a plantation owner. As Dana involuntarily travels between her 

California home and the plantation trying to make sense of her role in Rufus' life, she grabs the reader with 

her.  Octavia Butler's language is simple and by no means simplistic. She complicates race and gender 

relationships among slaves and slave owners so skillfully that there are no innocent witnesses to Dana's 

journey—you will not be one, either. I could not put this book down or stop wondering about what having 

to survive during slavery would have done to my own sensibilities.  

-Tilda Kapuya, English Department Chair 

 



Motherless Brooklyn by Jonathan Lethem 

It's a rare to find a mystery novel that blends convincing noir-ish crime fiction with characters who 

fascinate, surprise, and move you. Artful, engaging, and crisp, the plot thrusts you into fantastical locales 

in Brooklyn and Manhattan, tracing the lives of orphans indoctrinated into an ad hoc brotherhood of private 

investigators.  The main character suffers from Tourrette's syndrome, making for some incredible dialogue, 

comical scenes, and a riveting depiction of what it means to live under the specter of such uncontrollable 

verbal and physical tics.  A non-pulp murder mystery! 

-Courtney Rein, English  

 

 

We by Yevgeny Zamyatin 

A society scientifically engineered for happiness has irrational roots that bring humanness into stark relief.  

This short novel was written in 1924 by a Russian high school physics teacher, but was not published in 

Russia.  It foreshadows many themes of 20th and 21st century life, more pertinent today with the advent 

of many of the technologies it predicts. Orwell and Huxley borrowed liberally from this revolutionary book in 

their more well known (but less brilliant) dystopian novels, 1984 and Brave New World.  When I finished this 

book, I immediately picked it up and read it again.   

-Scott Nelson, Math 

 

 

Invisible Cities by Italo Calvino 

A wonder of poetic description, this book weaves tales of travel through 55 imaginary cities, framed as a 

conversation between Marco Polo and Kublai Khan. The book's structure is clever, complex and engaging. I 

never tire of rereading parts of it and continue to find it to be a great point of departure for creative work. 

It's a little magical realism, a little sci-fi, a little poetry, a little fairy tale, but not quite any of the above. It's 

sort of its own thing. Enjoy! 

-Kate Randall, Art Department Chair 

 

 

The Life of Pi by Yann Martel        *great for all grades* 

From Great Books for High School Kids “This is a delightful adventure story, a Robinson crusoe for 

the millennium.  Teenage student Pi Patel from Pondicherry, India, is shipwrecked with a group of zoo 

animals, including a Bengal tiger. Martel leads one through encounters with Hindu, Christian, and Islamic 

philosophy.” 

 

 

Poetry 
 

 

A Book of Luminous Things: an International Anthology of Poetry 

edited by Czeslaw Milosz        *great for all grades* 

From Library Journal "Nobel laureate Czeslaw Milosz states in his introduction that the purpose of this 

personal and eclectic collection is to present poetry that is 'short, clear, readable, and...realistic, that is, 

loyal toward reality and attempting to describe it as concisely as possible.' And for the most part, he has 

succeeded. The poems have a clarity and immediacy that would appeal to even the most poetry-averse 

reader. Most of the selections are from classical Chinese and 20th-century American and European 

(primarily Eastern European, Scandinavian, and French) poets."   

 

Greg writes:  Poetry that is exhilarating in its charitable beauty.  It challenges without leaving you 

flummoxed.  It rewards a long stay at a cafe, on a beach, on the steps of a town square.  Lines are 

underlined and find their way into letters.   

-Greg Monfils, English, 9th/10th Grade Dean 

 



History 
 

We Wish to Inform You that Tomorrow We Will be Killed with Our Families by Philip Gourevitch 

Gourevitch describes this as a "book about how people imagine themselves and one another -- a book 

about how we imagine our world." That the book is also about the genocide that took place in Rwanda in 

1994 makes not only gripping but compelling and necessary as well. The author tells the story of the 

genocide through the eyes of the many Rwandans he interviews and includes his own insightful 

commentary as well.  

-Rebecca Shapiro, History Department Chair 

 

Chinese Lessons by John Pomfret 

From the Washington Post “Chinese Lessons is a rich, first-hand account of modern Chinese history as 

it was lived and experienced by five of the author's 1981 classmates at Nanjing University. In his hands, the 

journey of his classmates becomes not just an entertaining and precisely rendered account of a changing 

China in which consumers' aspirations ratcheted up from bicycles and wrist watches to Audis and flip-

phones; it also becomes a splendid human narrative of how fragile souls weather barbaric cruelty, social 

shifts and the rewiring of a nation.” 

-Brooke Roberts, History 

 

The 9/11 Report: A Graphic Adaptation by Sid Jacobson and Ernie Colón  *great for all grades* 

Based on the Final Report of the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States, this 

comic book is easy to digest and carefully explains and analyzes the attacks that took place on September 

11, 2001 and the events that led up to that day.  With gripping illustrations and succinct text, the author 

and artist retell the horrific events with beauty and clarity. 

-Sarah Marks, Librarian 

 

Science 
 

Field Notes from a Catastrophe by Elizabeth Kolbert     *great for all grades* 

Unlike many science books, this clear, balanced book by Elizabeth Kolbert is well-written and pithy. She 

gracefully weaves up-to-date scientific data with interviews and firsthand impressions in describing the 

current and future effects of global warming. Many folks have predicted this book will be instrument in 

galvanizing action around climate change -- I hope so. 

-Geoff Ruth, Science 

 

The Canon: A Whirligig Tour of the Beautiful Basics of Science  

by Natalie Angier         *great for all grades* 

Natalie Angier is a very talented science writer, and in The Canon she describes the fundamentals of many 

disciplines in a manner accessible to the non-scientific.  She writes with a style that is funny, flowery, and 

full of metaphors and analogies, while managing to include solid scientific content about physics, chemistry, 

biology, genetics, geology and astronomy.  Science writing can be off-putting to most, but Angier does a 

nice job of making it entertaining and informational.   

-Suren Tummala, Science 

 

Adventure 
 

The Last Season by Eric Blehm       *great for all grades* 

If you liked Jon Krakauer's Into the Wild - the film or the book - good chance you will also like The Last 

Season by Eric Blehm. "In 1996, after nearly 30 seasons as a park ranger in the Sierra Nevadas, Randy 

Morgenson set off on a routine patrol and never came back. His body was found in July 2001, almost 

exactly five years after he disappeared." (American Library Association) What happened? How could such 

an experienced outdoorsman not survive familiar territory?  Read the book to find out more. 

-Laurie Williams, Learning Services Coordinator 



Sociology 
 

Nickel and Dimed by Barbara Ehrenreich      *great for all grades* 

The author, Barbara Ehrenreich, documents her journey to the other side of privilege. As an investigative 

journalist, Ehrenreich masks her social class and works as one of America's millions of low-wage workers. 

She drops her middle-class status in exchange for an identity as a "minimally skilled" homemaker reentering 

the workforce. Nickel and Dimed calls into question the notion of meritocracy in America. This book is eye 

opening, thought-provoking, and often very poignant.  

-Zackaria Gaines, English 

 

Sports 
 

The Boys of Summer by Roger Kahn       *great for all grades* 

The best book on baseball written by the America's best writer on baseball.  Roger Kahn recalls the 

Brooklyn Dodgers of the 1950's with Jackie Robinson, Pee Wee Reese, Duke Snider, and others.  One of the 

great literary efforts on sport.   It's not just a game-by-game play-by-play in that it considers the nature of 

baseball and the powerful symbolic value of this team -- a team made legendary for reasons having nothing 

and everything to do with baseball.   

-Greg Monfils, English, 9th/10th Grade Dean 


