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Piecing	Me	Together	–	by	Renee	Watson	

Sixteen-year-old Jade dreams of success beyond her neighborhood despite the prejudices that surround 
her. 

For two years, Jade has been a scholarship student at a predominantly white private high school where she 
is one of few African-American students—the only one from her “bad” neighborhood in Portland, Oregon. 
Jade’s mom struggles to make ends meet. At school, Jade has many opportunities, steppingstones to move 
beyond her neighborhood someday, maybe even travel the world. But sometimes these opportunities and 
her white guidance counselor make Jade feel like a charity case. Junior year brings yet another opportunity 
that leaves Jade feeling judged and pitied: the Woman to Woman mentorship program, which promises a 
full college scholarship to mentees. Jade’s mentor, Maxine, is both well-intentioned and also black, but 
she’s from a wealthy family. Jade chafes against the way Maxine treats her as though she needs to be 
saved. Through Jade’s insightful and fresh narration, Watson presents a powerful story that challenges 
stereotypes about girls with “coal skin and hula-hoop hips” who must contend with the realities of racial 
profiling and police brutality. Jade’s passion for collage and photography help her to find her voice and 
advocate not only for herself, but for her community.     Kirkus review 

The Stars Beneath Our Feet – by David Barclay Moore  

Multicultural Harlem lives again in this daringly diverse tale of growing up against the odds and the 
imaginative, healing possibilities that we can create through the choices we make. 

Moore turns his back on the newly whitewashed Harlem, taking readers to the St. Nick projects to meet 
brown-skinned West Indian (Trini, to be exact) Wallace “Lolly” Rachpaul, full of contradiction and agency. 
Moore surrounds Lolly with a grand ensemble of characters that echo the ample cross sections and cultural 
milieus of the big city. There’s Lolly’s mother, who has embraced her queer sexuality with toy-store security 
guard Yvonne, who becomes a secondary caregiver after the tragic loss of Lolly’s older brother, Jermaine to 
the drug-hustling crew underworld of Harlem. Lolly hopes that he and his dark-skinned Dominican best 
friend, Vega, can resist its allure. Mr. Ali is the veteran social worker with marginal resources and a big 
heart, refashioning his little basement space to unravel the traumas and difficult choices that could lead 
astray the black and brown youth he serves. And don’t forget Big Rose (who doesn’t like to be called Big). 
Then there are Lolly’s Legos, which, block by block, help him imagine a healthy future. These characters 
are vibrantly alive, reconstituting the realness that is needed to bring diverse, complicated stories to the 
forefront of our shelves.  Kirkus Review 

Look Both Ways – by Jason Reynolds 

In each of 10 stories, kids reentering the neighborhood from their school day reveal their unique narratives. 

BFFs T.J. and Jasmine find their yearslong friendship getting them through parental separation, illness, and 
foster care. A group of four, all children of cancer survivors, has been brought together by a school 
counselor. A female skateboarder is the target of a bully—to the relief of his usual victim. A teen with the 
signs of OCD meets a street musician who changes her outlook. Two ardent gamers are caught up in the 
confusion of sexual questioning, and there’s an odd couple of friends whose difference in size is no barrier 
to their bond. A teen with a fear of dogs devises an elaborate plan to get past his neighbor’s new pet, and 
the class clown tries to find a way to make her overworked mother laugh. Three boys work to make their 
friend presentable enough to tell a classmate that he likes her. An accident sustained by the school crossing 
guard causes her son significant anxiety. There are connections among some of the stories: places, people, 
incidents. However, each story has its own center, and readers learn a great deal about each character in 
just a few lines. Reynolds’ gift for capturing the voices and humanity of urban teens is on full display. The 
cast adheres to a black default.        The entire collection brims with humor, pathos, and the heroic struggle 
to grow up. Kirkus Review 



The Playbook: 52 Rules to Aim, Shoot, and Score in This Game Called Life – by 
Kwame Alexander 

Building on the great success of his Newbery-winning The Crossover (2014), Alexander provides advice 
and life lessons to young readers, drawn mostly from the world of sports and organized by a schema of 
“rules.” 

Instead of chapters, the work begins with a preface called “Warm-up: The Rules” and is then divided into 
the four quarters of a game, each having a theme: “grit,” “motivation,” “focus,” and “teamwork and 
resilience.” “Passion” is included as a half-time consideration, and there is an “overtime” look at Kareem 
Abdul-Jabbar. There are brief profiles of athletes Wilma Rudolph, LeBron James, Pelé, and Venus and 
Serena Williams, along with maxims and personal anecdotes from both male and female sports figures 
who’ve excelled in different arenas as well as a few nonathletes, including Maya Angelou, Nikki Giovanni, 
Sonya Sotomayor, and Nelson Mandela. Throughout there is poetry, verses that remind us why Alexander 
connects with readers. “Rule #45 / A loss is inevitable / like rain in spring. / True champions / learn / to 
dance / through / the storm.” The advice never feels heavy-handed, and the author's voice shines through. 
The design is as much a part of the book as its lively text, set in varying font sizes and colors (black, white, 
or orange), differing layouts, and judicious use of photographs and illustrations.    Kirkus Review 

Us in Progress – by  Lulu Declare 

Based on actual accounts, this dynamic short story collection focuses on and delves into the nuances of the 
lives of young Latinos and Latinas in the United States. 

In the opening story, “The Attack,” readers are exposed to a medical emergency gone wrong when police 
racially profile a young Mexican-American man undergoing an epileptic seizure with a knife in hand. The 
story lands like a gut punch, and the following 11 also leave impressions and invite considerable scrutiny. 
Another touching narrative, titled “Burrito Man,” depicts the sudden death of a Salvadoran father saving for 
his daughter’s college tuition as an unassuming food vendor in D.C. Inspired by true stories and woven with 
cultural details and Spanish dialects appropriate to different Latin American countries, the collection is 
penetrating: Latin American families are divided by deportation; illness and poverty are constant struggles; 
characters feel guilt, shame, and an inescapable sense of being unwelcome in the U.S. Tech-industry 
gentrifiers and neighborhood kids clash over a San Francisco soccer field; a privileged, fifth-generation 
middle-class Tejano harbors palpable prejudices and misconceptions about unaccompanied children 
crossing the border. Common Spanish sayings—refranes—and attractive freehand pencil sketches of the 
protagonists usher in each story, both serving as integral elements in this solidly packaged collection. 

Pura Belpré honoree Delacre’s chronicles—each different from the next—offer moving snapshots of family 
heartbreak, disadvantage, dysfunctionality, heartbreak, privilege, and joy  Kirkus Review 

90 Miles to Havana – by Enrique Flores – Galbis 

After Castro’s takeover, nine-year-old Julian and his older brothers are sent away by their fearful parents via 
“Operation Pedro Pan” to a camp in Miami for Cuban-exile children. Here he discovers that a ruthless bully 
has essentially been put in charge. Julian is quicker-witted than his brothers or anyone else ever imagined, 
though, and with his inherent smarts, developing maturity and the help of child and adult friends, he learns 
to navigate the dynamics of the camp and surroundings and grows from the former baby of the family to 
independence and self-confidence. A daring rescue mission at the end of the novel will have readers rooting 
for Julian even as it opens his family’s eyes to his courage and resourcefulness. This autobiographical novel 
is a well-meaning, fast-paced and often exciting read, though at times the writing feels choppy. It will 
introduce readers to a not-so-distant period whose echoes are still felt today and inspire admiration for 
young people who had to be brave despite frightening and lonely odds.   Kirkus Review 

 



Before We Were Free- by Julie Alvarez 

A12-year-old girl bears witness to the Dominican Revolution of 1961 in a powerful first-person narrative. 

The story opens as Anita’s cousins (the Garcia girls of Alvarez’s 1991 adult debut, How the Garcia Girls 
Lost Their Accents), hurriedly pack to leave the country. This signals the end of childhood innocence for 
Anita. In short succession, her family finds the secret police parked in their driveway; the American consul 
moves in next door; and her older sister Lucinda is packed off to join her cousins in New York after she 
attracts the unwelcome attention of El Jefe Trujillo, the country’s dictator. Anita’s family, it seems, is 
intimately involved with the political resistance to Trujillo, and she, perforce, is drawn into the emotional 
maelstrom. The present-tense narrative lends the story a gripping immediacy, as Anita moves from the 
healthy, self-absorbed naïveté of early adolescence to a prematurely aged understanding of the world’s 
brutality. Her entree into puberty goes hand in hand with her entree into this adult world of terror: “I don’t 
want to be a señorita now that I know what El Jefe does to señoritas.” According to an author’s note, 
Alvarez (How Tía Lola Came to Visit Stay, 2001, etc.) drew upon the experiences of family members who 
stayed behind in the Dominican Republic during this period of political upheaval, crafting a story that, in its 
matter-of-fact detailing of the increasingly surreal world surrounding Anita, feels almost realer than life. The 
power of the narrative is weakened somewhat by the insertion of Anita’s diary entries as she and her 
mother take shelter in the Italian Embassy after her father’s arrest. The first-person, present-tense 
construction of the diary entries are not different enough from the main narrative to make them come alive 
as such; instead, the artifice draws attention to itself, creating a distraction. 

 

Booked – by Kwame Alexander 

Nick Hall is a bright eighth-grader who would rather do anything other than pay attention in class. 

Instead he daydreams about soccer, a girl he likes, and an upcoming soccer tournament. His 
linguistics-professor father carefully watches his educational progress, requiring extra reading and 
word study, much to Nick’s chagrin and protest. Fortunately, his best friend, Coby, shares his 
passion for soccer—and, sadly, the unwanted attention of twin bullies in their school. Nick senses 
something is going on with his parents, but their announcement that they are separating is an 
unexpected blow: “it’s like a bombshell / drops / right in the center / of your heart / and it splatters / 
all across your life.” The stress leads to counseling, and his life is further complicated by injury and 
emergency surgery. His soccer dream derailed, Nick turns to the books he has avoided and finds 
more than he expected. Alexander’s highly anticipated follow-up to Newbery-winning The 
Crossover is a reflective narrative, with little of the first book’s explosive energy. What the mostly 
free-verse novel does have is a likable protagonist, great wordplay, solid teen and adult secondary 
characters, and a clear picture of the challenges young people face when self-identity clashes with 
parental expectations. The soccer scenes are vivid and will make readers wish for more, but the 
depiction of Nick as he unlocks his inner reader is smooth and believable. 

A satisfying, winning read.   Kirkus Review 

 

 

 

 


