
 

 

 

Upper School Summer Reading 2019 
Guidelines and Guiding Questions 

 
All the sciences and arts are taught as if they were separate. They are separate only in the 
classroom. Step out on the campus and they are immediately fused. - Aldo Leopold 
 
This year all Upper School students will read the same text for Summer Reading — The Sixth 
Extinction: An Unnatural History — Elizabeth Kolbert’s Pulitzer Prize-winning study of rapidly 
declining biodiversity around the planet, its causes and consequences, and what can be done to 
slow this process before countless species are lost forever. 
 
Additionally, Summer Reading will now be a collaborative activity between the English 
Department and another department on campus. This year the collaboration is between the 
English and Science Departments. The primary theme upon which discussion and assessment for 
this year’s text will be focused is fragility. Additionally, below are guiding questions and key 
terms that all students should be prepared to discuss in the context of this theme in their English 
and science classes.  
 
Guiding Questions 
Describe how Kolbert uses the Prologue to establish key rhetorical elements of this text: Subject, 
Occasion, Audience, Purpose, Speaker, and Tone (definition of terms can be found here: 
https://apcentral.collegeboard.org/courses/resources/soapstone-strategy-reading-and-writing). 
 
Why do you think Kolbert opens with the example of a relatively obscure species like the 
Panamanian golden frog? 
 
Epistemology is the study of knowledge, of how we come “to know” about a certain idea or 
topic. With this in mind, how does Kolbert use the early chapters of the book to document the 
creation of the concept of “extinction” in the 18th and 19th centuries? 
 
In addition to understanding the definition of the Anthropocene, what would be the significance 
of formally recognizing this shift in geological epoch?  
 
Compare/contrast how the threat of mass extinction impacts individual ecosystems — for 
instance, what is similar and different about the challenges faced by, say, coral reefs and tropical 
rainforests? You might also scale down and think about this question at the species level. 
 
As presented by Kolbert, what role have humans played in the perpetuation of the current mass 
extinction event, and what role does she see for humans in mitigating this problem? 

 

https://apcentral.collegeboard.org/courses/resources/soapstone-strategy-reading-and-writing


 
 

 
Kolbert is a journalist writing about a topic reliant upon research in scientific disciplines like 
chemistry, geology, and zoology; after reading her book, what thoughts do you have about the 
role that writing can / should play in the STEM fields? 
 
What are some ways that Kolbert’s topic is relevant to your life? Is this a topic that you were 
aware of before? After reading her book, do you feel motivated to address this issue in any way? 
 
Key Terms (define in the context used in The Sixth Extinction) 
Anthropocene 
 
Background Extinction Rate 
 
Biodiversity 
 
Catastrophism 
 
Climate Change 
 
Deforestation  
 
Fragmentation  
 
Geological Distribution 
 
Geological Epochs 
 
Invasive Species 
 
Mass Extinction (“Big Five”) 
 
Ocean Acidification  
 
Overkill Hypothesis 
 
River Diversion 
 
Saturation State 
 
Species-Area Relationship 
 
Uniformitarianism  
 
White-nose Syndrome 
 



 
 

Assessment 
In the fall, upon returning to school, each grade level will be asked to complete a unique 
assessment that corresponds to a specific aspect of The Sixth Extinction. Assessment will also be 
collaborative between the English and Science Departments and will combine pedagogical 
practices of both disciplines, especially those involving writing and research. 
 
 


