
Urban Summer Reading List 2009 
 

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. 
We will not have a formal all school read this year.  We encourage students to read the SFPL One City One 
Book selection (currently to be determined). 
 
Fiction 
 
The Hungry Tide by Amitav Ghosh  
Water, tigers, global warming, love. The Hungry Tide has them all, mostly water, and tigers.  This 
enchanting, at times hair-raising, novel raises big questions about nature and humanity's role in nature by 
following a female scientist on her journey through the Sundarbans (a region of India and Bangladesh that 
is home to an intriguing ecosystem). 
-Larissa Parson, English 
 
The Gangster We are all Looking For by Le Thi Diem Thuy  
I love this book about a young girl and her family who were refugees from Vietnam in 1978 and the story 
of arriving in San Diego. The writing is strange, lovely, complex and imaginative. The story is a compelling 
exploration of a young girl and her experiences of home, family, trauma, and imagination. You won't want 
to put it down. The author was an artist-in-residence at The Headlands Center for the Arts when I was 
there and I heard her read excerpts from this when it was being written. Stunning!! 
-Kate Randall, Art Department Chair 
 
Edwin Mullhouse by Stephen Milhauser      *great for all grades*  
Edwin Mullhouse is a humorous and engaging take on the childhood of a literary nerd. Supposedly written 
by a 12-year old, the "biography" pulls you in and takes you to a surprising and disturbing end. 
-Henri Picciotto, Math Department Chair 
 
The Known World by Edward P. Jones 
For students who have taken the Civil War course, The Known World will take you into the Virginia 
antebellum world where you will meet Henry Townsend, a former slave who now owns his own plantation -- 
and slaves.  This is a big, sprawling, and wise novel amply filled with many memorable characters. 
-LeRoy Votto, History 
 
Leo Africanus by Amin Maalouf 
If you enjoy history, language, culture, religious studies, and adventure, then you can't help but 
thoroughly enjoy reading Amin Maalouf's Leo Africanus.  I highly recommend anything written by this 
extraordinary Lebanese author (both fiction and non-fiction), but think Urban students will especially 
appreciate this particular literary and historical journey-- from Granada to Fez to Cairo to Rome-- and learn 
a lot along the way. 
-Lori Herbert, French 
 
Sports 
 
Friday Night Lights by Buzz Bissinger      *great for all grades* 
Friday Night Lights is a vivid piece of non-fiction that takes the reader into the all-consuming world of 
Texas high school football (Permian Panthers) where all that seems important in life occurs on the gridiron 
every Friday night in the fall.   The popular television series is anchored in this book. 
-LeRoy Votto, History 
 



Fever Pitch by Nick Hornby       *great for all grades* 
Fever Pitch is a great read for anyone.  You don't even need to be a Premier League English Football* fan.  
Yes, really.  (*That's "soccer" to you uninformed Yanks.) The book is a very amusing and engaging memoir 
about Hornby's life as an Arsenal fan--and the resulting moments of euphoria and depression that follow if 
you commit your sense of well-being to the highs and lows of a football season.  If you are a sports fan, 
you will relate.  If not, you will learn to relate.  (The same author wrote About a Boy and High Fidelity, by 
the by, so you know he's funny.)  And who knows?  The book may also turn you into an Arsenal fan--which 
places you among the coolest people on the planet. 
-Cathleen Sheehan, English 
 
Nonfiction 
 
A Sense of Where You Are: Bil l Bradley at Princeton by John McPhee *great for all grades* 
The book’s subject – Bill Bradley – was Princeton University’s best basketball player ever.  He was also a 
Rhodes Scholar, NBA star, three-term senator – and a left-handed maniac who scored over 3,000 points in 
high school. But he was also a man of great integrity.  Pulitzer Prize-winning author John McPhee captures 
it all in this inspiring tale of an athlete dedicated to public service. Great book! 
-Laurie Williams, Learning Services Coordinator 
 
Outliers by Malcom Gladwell        *great for all grades* 
A quick and interesting read that unveils the disparities and similarities of intelligence, knowledge and 
success. 
-Thomas Jacquez, Spanish 
 
The King Of California by Mark Arax and Rick Wartzman  
The story of one of the largest landowners in the country, J.G. Boswell and his massive land holdings in the 
southern Central Valley.  Packed with information, while still being an entertaining read, this book delves 
into the history of agriculture and water use in California as it created the template for the West.  A must 
read for anyone living in drought country! 
-Derek Harwell, Outdoor Trips Coordinator 
 
Science 
 
Snowball Earth by Gabriel le Walker       *great for all grades* 
Global warming is on everyone's mind these days, but Snowball Earth takes us back to a time 600 million 
years ago when the entire earth seems to have been covered in ice. Gabrielle Walker explores how this 
global freezing occurred, how it ended, and what it meant for living things in this accessible geological 
accounting. 
-Geoff Ruth, Science 
 
The Devil's Teeth by Susan Casey      *great for all grades* 
On a clear day, have you ever looked out over the ocean and seen what looks like a couple of islands off 
the coast?  About 25 miles west of the Golden Gate Bridge lay the Farallon Islands, rich with human and 
natural history.  This book is a quick and fun read, chronicling the work of Great White Shark researchers 
as they study one of the densest populations of Great White's on the planet. 
-Derek Harwell, Outdoor Trips Coordinator 
 
Poetry 
 
Directed by Desire by June Jordan  
June Jordan was a passionate, revolutionary poet writing in the African-American vernacular.   Beauty, raw 
power, humor combine to in this definitive collection.   Jordan died in 2002 while a professor at Cal. 
-Greg Monfils, English and 9th/10th grade Dean 



Graphic Novel 
 
Pride of Baghdad written by Brian K. Vaughan and i l lustrated by Niko Henrichon 
           *great for all grades* 
Inspired by real events that took place in Baghdad in 2003, this poignant graphic novel explores the 
brutality of war and the price of freedom.  Heartbreaking and well drawn, Pride of Baghdad follows four 
lions and other animals who have escaped from a Baghdad zoo.  It is a provocative allegory that will get 
you thinking about living and survival in a war zone. 
-Sarah Levin, Librarian 
 
Music 
 
Moving to Higher Ground by Wynton Marsalis     *great for all grades* 
This book describes the art of jazz music making for the lay person while detailing how the concepts of 
improvisation, working within a group, being a dedicated accompanist, knowing and embracing your role, 
using form and much more become useful tools for life. I have got highlights on just about every other 
page of quotes that I found super important as a musician and person. 
-Scott Foster, Music 
 
 


