
 
 
 
 

2015 Summer Reading List 
 
Urban students! Here is your chance to get amazing recommendations for summer reading. Members 
of our faculty, along with the Library Leaders, have come up with a list of tantalizing choices in a variety 
of genres for your intellectual consumption this summer.  
 
We expect you to read at least two of these books, in addition to reading the all-school read, Zeitoun. 
Trust us, it’s really good. While we think there is something for everyone on the list, check in with the 
Librarian for suggestions if you truly can’t find anything that interests you or if you simply want a 
personalized recommendation. 
 
All School Read 
Zeitoun by Dave Eggers 
Abdulrahman Zeitoun stays behind in New Orleans as Hurricane Katrina bears down 
on the city.  Alone in his canoe after the storm, he spends days rescuing neighbors, 
caring for orphaned dogs and watching over his property until, one day, this good 
Samaritan finds himself in prison.  As we approach the tenth anniversary of the storm 
this August, Eggers’s account both honors Katrina victims and depicts police 
behavior gone badly awry.  It’s a remarkable story of the injustices that are 
committed in trying times and the resilience of a decent man who seeks his 
community's salvation above all else. 
 
Fiction 
In the Time of Butterflies by Julia Alvarez 
Through the diary entries of the Mirabel sisters we witness typical and atypical adolescent experiences 
in love, school life, and family during the Trujillo dictatorship in the Dominican Republic. The sisters' 
stories culminate in their participation in the revolution to remove Trujillo's ruthless and bloody regime 
from power. It’s a fascinating account of everyday citizens becoming national heroes of feminist and 
popular resistance. To improve bilingual skills, read the Spanish and English versions simultaneously. 
Recommended by Raina Mast, Spanish 
 
An Invisible Sign Of My Own by Aimee Bender 
In a style approaching magical realism, with almost poetical language, we follow a young woman who 
uses numbers and shapes almost obsessive-compulsively. She starts to teach second grade math and 
creates lessons about numbers that are sometimes fanciful and sometimes very dark. There's a 
romance too, also twisted and unexpected and delightful, like the whole book. 
Recommended by Laura Hawkins, Math 
 
Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad 
This is a powerful, surreal story of one white man's journey to the colonized Congo at the turn of the 
last century--a place made into a kind of hell by the presence of Europeans. Controversial for its 



depiction of Africans, it remains a provocative and absorbing story touching on European assumptions 
of superiority, morality, culture, and race.  
Recommended by Cathleen Sheehan, English 
 
All The Light We Cannot See by Anthony Doerr 
This is the tale of a blind French girl, a young orphan boy from Germany, and a jewel with magic 
powers. The paths of all three become intertwined during WWII to create a romantic, clever, and 
compelling story.  This book drew me in from the very first pages and kept me hooked until the end. 
Winner of the ALA Alex Award. 
Recommended by Margot Schou, Math & Kate Randall, Visual Arts Department Chair 
 
The USA Trilogy by John Dos Passos 
The trilogy before all those other trilogies. I read the 42nd Parallel the summer after my junior year of 
high school (because my U.S. History teacher recommended it). The way that Dos Passos tracks 
different characters and interrupts the narratives with stream-of-consciousness and "camera eye" 
sections was perfect for my teenage self. That he captured slices of America in the first decades of the 
20th century was an unexpected bonus. 
Recommended by Rebecca Shapiro, History Department Chair 
 
The Housekeeper and the Professor by Yoko Ogawa 
This is a story set in modern-day Japan that explores the unlikely friendship between a math professor, 
his housekeeper, and her ten-year old son. The professor, while brilliant, suffers from a head injury that 
limits his memory to short 80-minute increments, after which his world restarts. The trio finds 
commonalities through numbers, the universe, and baseball. I love this book because it is quiet and 
enchanting with its simple narration—as the bookstore recommendation aptly described, it’s the novel 
version of a haiku. 
Recommended by Alexis Wright, English 
 
Motorman by David Ohle 
The narrative follows Moldenke on his journey away from Texaco City, watched by the omniscient Mr. 
Bunce, to a safe haven through the instructions of a series of letters from a friend. In the world they live 
in, time is stretched and played with as multiple suns and moons appear, and calendars fly. Motorman 
pulls you into an alternate world and keeps you turning pages. 
Recommended by Xander CH (’16), Library Leader 
 
Ishmael by Daniel Quinn 
A talking gorilla makes wild yet convincing claims about the origins of the agricultural revolution and 
the impending doom we're all facing. Listen to the gorilla this summer if you've ever felt like 
"civilization" is a bike with little wings that has jumped off a cliff (and thinks it's flying), or if you love a 
good reinterpretation of Adam and Eve leaving the garden, or if you feel compelled to hunt and 
gather.  
Recommended by Ben Slater, English 
 
White Teeth by Zadie Smith 
This multiple-narrative novel focuses on two old wartime friends and their families living in London. It is 
a fluid read that mixes emotion and comedy seamlessly while touching on issues of immigration, 



assimilation, race, sexuality, family and friendship. 10/10 would recommend.  
Recommended by Gwen M (’16), Library Leader 
 
Annihilation by Jeff VanderMeer 
We both devoured this book in two days. Neither of us knows what happened to create Area X or 
where the rest of this series might take us, or even if we loved the story, but we were spellbound by the 
writing and the way it made us feel. Such tension! The experience of reading this first part of the 
Southern Reach Trilogy is what has us thinking and talking about it long after we finished. It's a book 
we'd like others to pick up so that we can geek out about what creepiness inhabits The Tower and what 
lies ahead for future expeditions. 
Recommended by Mary Murphy, Science and Amanda Moore, English 
 
Poetry 
Citizen: An American Lyric by Claudia Rankine 
Do you find poetry tedious, too deep, lacking in a storyline or compelling characters? This book may 
change your mind. Rankine examines Serena Williams, philosophy, police violence, injustice, and more. 
Unlike the news coverage of such topics, this prose-like poetry offers a more human, intimate look at 
how these problems and ideas play out at the individual level. Rankine moves deftly between the 
political and the personal, especially when she captures what it feels like to experience micro-
aggression. 
Recommended by Courtney Rein, English Department Chair 
 
Collected Poems by e.e. cummings 
e.e. cummings was my favorite poet in high school ... innovative ... quirky ... visual ... irreverent ... 
imaginative. He plays with punctuation and words in a unique way, breaking rules of grammar, splitting 
words with punctuation to create multiple meanings, creating visual compositions on the page that 
defy traditional poetic structures.  
Recommended by Kate Randall, Visual Arts Department Chair 
 
Graphic Novel 
This One Summer by Mariko Tamaki and Jillian Tamaki 
This beautifully drawn book follows Rose and her younger friend Windy during summer with their 
families at Lake Agawa. Rose is on the cusp of teenager-hood, figuring out what it means to grow up, 
often by spying on the troubled teenagers in the tiny community, using crass language, and watching 
R-rated movies. This book will make you want to spend the day with a friend eating gummy feet and 
twizzlers, relishing in the freedom of lazy summer days. 
Recommended by Sarah Levin, Librarian 
 
Non-Fiction - Science 
Confessions of an Alien Hunter: A Scientist's Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence by Seth Shostak 
There are more stars in the universe than grains of sand on all Earth's beaches. Where, then, is all the 
intelligent life? The Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence (SETI) may be close to finding an answer. 
What might alien intelligence look like? How would we communicate? What if they're hostile? This 
profound, readable, and humorous book will stretch your mind around the argument that aliens are out 
there. You may develop an eerie chill every time you look up at the stars.  
Recommended by Matthew Casey, Science Department Chair 



Non-Fiction - Biography 
Just Mercy by Bryan Stevenson 
This powerful book documents the crisis in the criminal justice system in the US.  Using his own story as 
a young lawyer in Alabama, Stevenson shares stories of those incarcerated, the wrongly convicted, 
young juveniles, and the mentally ill. He shares the work the Equal Justice Initiative and his personal 
struggle with what he witnesses everyday in our justice system. This book is a great follow up to The 
New Jim Crow and brings personal stories to the stats that we’ve been hearing about through our 
teach-ins.  
Recommended by Amy Argenal, Service Learning 
 
Heartbeat of Struggle: The Revolutionary Life of Yuri Kochiyama by Diane C. Fujino 
Besides raising a family, Yuri Kochiyama housed a number of political and social activists in her modest 
New York home in Harlem. Yuri, once interned during WWII, comprehends the complexities of the civil 
rights movement and understands it is not solely a fight for African Americans’ equality but for all 
people to have a just and benevolent life. This is a fast read about a wonderful Japanese-American 
woman who you don't often hear about– an unsung heroine! 
Recommended by Deborah Samake, History & Service Learning 
 
Born Standing Up by Steve Martin 
From the magic shop at Disneyland to the Saturday Night Live stage, this memoir by comedy icon 
Steve Martin encapsulates his journey to stardom. Outlining the path of his performing career, Martin 
reveals the moments that led him to become the biggest name in stand-up comedy in 1978 and then 
give it all up for good two years later. Along the way are great glimpses into the worlds of 
entertainment, logic, love, life, happiness, and, above all...humor. 
Recommended by Andrew Packard, Theater 
 
The Autobiography of Malcolm X by Malcolm X and Alex Haley 
Alex Haley chronicles the life of Malcolm X starting as a street hustler to becoming one of the most 
influential African-American leaders in the civil rights movement. Some of the themes explored are 
identity, self-transformation, activism, and social justice. A heartfelt read that is also difficult, inspiring 
and emotional. This book changed my life. 
Recommended by Ken Garcia-Gonzales, Dean of Multicultural Life 
 
Non-Fiction - Adventure/Crime 
Touching the Void by Joe Simpson 
Say you were climbing something steep and snowy in South America with your good friend Simon and 
you fell and the rope caught you but Simon couldn't tell you were alive and the weight of your body 
was pulling him off now too and since you were dead he cut the rope. But you weren't dead. Not quite, 
anyway. Read Touching the Void by Joe Simpson to get the rest in harrowing detail – not just about the 
climb but about Joe and Simon, and the void. 
Recommended by Jonathan Howland, Dean for Faculty 
 
Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil by John Berendt 
This is a romantic and mysterious tale of a murder in Savannah, Georgia.  A Southern Gothic story, the 
book weaves Savannah culture throughout the murder investigation as it affects local socialites and 
officials, transgender crossdressers, prostitutes and voodoo acolytes; each one an intriguing and 



complex character that is a part of the historic city. Although non-fiction, it is written in a compelling 
style akin to Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood, in many ways blurring the line between fiction and 
nonfiction.  
Recommended by Lucas D (’15), Library Leader 
 
Non-Fiction - Social Issues 
The New Jim Crow by Michelle Alexander 
This compelling book examines how the criminal justice system is disproportionately incarcerating, 
taking away the rights of, and "controlling" black men in America. Michelle Alexander breaks down the 
history of oppression from slavery and black codes to the current system brought about post civil 
rights. It is an easy fascinating read that is a must for anyone trying to understand social justice in 
America in our time. 
Recommended by Scott Foster, Performing Arts Department Chair 
 
The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down by Anne Fadiman 
This book follows the life of the Lees, a Hmong family who seek refuge in California from Laos during 
the Silent War. The Lee’s daughter Lia is epileptic, which to the Hmong is a sickness of the spirit rather 
than the body. This belief leads to a long and trying fight between the Lees and the California 
government over the proper care for Lia. This book tells the heart-wrenching story of the Lee’s constant 
clash with US culture and practices as they attempt to understand American doctors and help their 
daughter.  
Recommended by Amelia W (’16), Library Leader 
 
Non-Fiction - College 
Where You Go Is Not Who You'll Be: An Antidote to the College Admissions Mania by Frank Bruni 
In this fun, anecdote-rich little book, Frank Bruni talks about the myths attached to where you go to 
college and the ways in which many successful, happy and self-realized people (celebrities! political 
figures! confident boys from high-achieving suburban communities!) have attended colleges beyond 
the 20 most selective. Great to read if you are going through the college process or are curious what 
it's all about. 
Recommended by Lauren Gersick, College Counseling 
 
Books Inspired by Recent Teach-ins 
The following titles from the above list of recommendations are related to the teach-ins inspired by 
recent current events and history of civil rights that took place at Urban in December, January, and 
February. 
 • The Autobiography of Malcolm X by Malcolm X and Alex Haley 
 • Citizen: An American Lyric by Claudia Rankine 
 • Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad 
 • Heartbeat of Struggle: The Revolutionary Life of Yuri Kochiyama by Diane C. Fujina 
 • Just Mercy by Bryan Stephenson 
 • The New Jim Crow by Michelle Alexander 
 
Books into Movies  
In addition to the regular reading list, the Library Leaders recommend choosing from these titles 
before their film adaptations reach theaters later this year! 



 • Paper Towns by John Green 
 • Frankenstein by Mary Shelley 
 • Me Before You by JoJo Moyes 
 • Pride and Prejudice and Zombies by Jane Austen and Seth Grahame-Smith 
 • The Martian by Andy Weir 
 • Madame Bovary by Gustave Flaubert 
 • The 9th Life of Louis Drax by Liz Jensen 
 
 
 


