
 
AP English 

Summer Novels 
 

Directions for your summer reading…you have options, you decide. 
 

You will read and analyze 3 books.  The first two are mandatory; the third is a 
book of your choice from the book list provided. 

  
 
1.  A Confederacy of Dunces.  John Kennedy Toole.  You must complete the study 
guide (available Thursday, May 28, 2009) through annotation (see directions 
attached), show proof of your thorough annotation, and be prepared to actively 
discuss the novel by the first day of the 2009-2010 school year. 
  
2.  East of Eden.  John Steinbeck.  You must complete the study guide (available 
Thursday, May 28, 2009), by annotating your novel, show proof of your thorough 
annotation, and be prepared to actively discuss the novel by the first day of the 
2009-2010 school year. 
  
3. Students may choose ONE from the following novels and write a literary analysis 

essay of the theme that stands out most strongly to you.  The essay must be a 
minimum of five paragraphs long and must include specific examples from the 
text in order to prove that your selected theme for the novel is valid.  This should 
be a quality paper.  It is DUE THE FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL and will be 
submitted to turnitin.com.  Do not wait until the night before…   

 
Love in the Time of Cholera  Gabriel Garcia Marquez 
A Clockwork Orange  Anthony Burgess 
The Girl with the Pearl Earring  Tracy Chevalier 
Native Son  Richard Wright 
The Invisible Man  Ralph Ellison 
Cat's Cradle  Kurt Vonnegut 
On the Road  Jack Kerouac 
Beloved Toni Morrison 
The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven Sherman Alexie 
The Sun Also Rises  Ernest Hemingway 
 
(of course, students are always welcome to read more than one...but only one from this part of the list 

is required :))  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
AP English Literature & Composition 
Directions for Annotating a Text 
 
From How to Read a Book (Mortimer Adler & Charles Van Doren) 
 

 If you have the habit of asking a book questions as you read, you are a better 
reader than if you do not.  But . . . merely asking questions is not enough.  You have 
to try to answer them.  And although that could be done, theoretically, in your mind 
only, it is easier to do it with a pencil in your hand.  The pencil then becomes the sign 
of your alertness while you read. 
 When you buy a book, you establish a property right in it, just as you do in 
clothes or furniture when you buy and pay for them.  But the act of purchase is 
actually only the prelude to possession in the case of a book.  Full ownership of a 
book only comes when you have made it a part of yourself, and the best way to 
make yourself a part of it -- which comes to the same thing -- is by writing in it. Why 
is marking a book indispensable to reading it?   

 
• First, it keeps you awake -- not merely conscious, but wide awake.   

 
• Second, reading, if it is active, is thinking, and thinking tends to express itself in 

words, spoken or written.  The person who says he knows what he thinks but cannot 
express it usually does not know what he thinks.   

 
• Third, writing your reactions down helps you to remember the thoughts of the author. 

 
For this course and for these reasons among others, you will be asked to annotate the major 
novels that we will be reading and that you will be purchasing.  Your copies of the novels will 
be collected and graded at the end of each novel unit. 
 
 
Note: Reading assignments should be read and annotated before class. It is perfectly 
okay to add to your markings (in fact I encourage you to do so) while we discuss in 
class or after you finish the book and are working on an essay, but the bulk of the job 
should be done in conjunction with your reading for class preparation. 
 
 
Note: If you find annotating while you read to be annoying and awkward, do it after 
you read.  Go back after a chapter or assignment and then mark it carefully.  You 
should be reading assignments twice anyway, so this isn’t any less efficient than 
marking as you read and then rereading the material. 



For the sake of standardization of annotating for class and for grading purposes, your book 
notes should follow this format: 
 
Inside Front Cover:  Character list with small space for character summary and for page 
references for key scenes, moments of character development, etc. 
 
Inside Back Cover:   Themes, allusions, images, motifs, key scenes, plot line, epiphanies, 
etc.   List and add page references and/or notes as you read. 
 
Bottom and Side Page Margins:  Interpretive notes, questions, and/or remarks that refer to 
meaning of the page.  Markings or notes to tie in with information on the inside back cover. 
 
Top Margins:  Plot notes -- a quick few words or phrases which summarize what  happens 
here (useful for quick location of passages in discussion and for writing assignments).  
 
Additional Markings:  
  underlining: done while or after reading to help locate passages for discussion, 
essays, or questions. 
 brackets: done while or after reading to highlight key speeches, descriptions, etc. 
that are too long to underline easily. 
 
Marking and Notetaking tips (optional): 
 

⇒ Use one color ink to do initial marking while reading; then go back with another color 
or colors to mark more thoroughly once you have finished a larger section,  have had 
time to think about it and are able to see development of images, etc. more clearly. 

 
⇒ At chapter or section ends, stop to index page numbers on your front cover list of 

character information and traits as well as on your back cover list of themes,  
images, allusions, etc. 

 
⇒ Do underlining as you read and side margin notes as you finish a page or two. 
 
⇒ Add to side margin notes during class discussion also. 

 
Grading: 
Since everyone's notes will be similar in format yet somewhat different in content (there is 
obviously no one correct phrase to have at the top of page 112 of The Scarlet Letter, for 
example), book grades will be based on thoroughness, clarity, neatness, and apparent effort 
("apparent effort" because I will obviously not read all the notes on every page of everyone's 
book).  In addition, books may be collected in mid-reading, especially early on in the year, to 
see how the note-taking is going. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Summer Reading Assignment #1 
A Confederacy of Dunces 
 
As you read the novel A Confederacy of Dunces this summer, consider the questions provided below.   
 
Take notes IN your text (annotation) based on the directions attached and make sure that you are 
comfortable with and can access your notes easily and quickly for our discussions in the fall.   
 
I will expect to see proof of your annotations ON THE FIRST DAY OF CLASS.  Yes, you WILL be 
expected to leave your book with me so I can grade the materials.  Keep in mind that these questions 
are important but your annotations should be considerably more thorough!!!  You can also expect 
discussion, at least one detailed quiz, and a timed-writing essay on the novel.  For additional 
background on the book, see http://www.litlovers.com/guide_confederacydunces.html. 
 
Here’s to pleasant summer reading! 
 

1. The first chapter of A Confederacy of Dunces is generally thought to be among the funniest in 
American literature.  Do you agree?  What other comic novels remind you of A Confederacy 
of Dunces and why? 
 

2. Ignatius constantly criticizes and deprecates his mother while relying on her to keep his life 
together.  Does she feel the same way about her son?  What does she need from him and 
what does she get for her pains? 

 
3. The city of New Orleans plays a central role in the novel, seeming to be a character in and of 

itself.  Could this novel have been set in another American city?  Elaborate.   
 

4. Project Ignatius and Myrna into the future. They are supposed to be in love, but find 
themselves fighting before ever leaving the city.  Will they make it to New York? Can New 
York survive Ignatius?   What possibilities do you see for them? 

 
5. Ignatius thinks of himself as a knight errant seeking to set the modern world in line with his 

theories of good taste and solid geometry. Are his efforts doomed to failure?  Has he chosen 
his quests unwisely or does the fault lie in his personality?  Is the way he views the world 
askew?  

 
6. Is Ignatius purely lazy or does his attitude toward work reflect his disdain for the modern 

world of commerce?  Ignatius feels he is an anachronism.  Where would he fit in?   
 

7. Although the book is longer than the average novel, Walker Percy fought against it being 
severely edited.  What do you think of his decision?  If you were to expand or cut something, 
what would it be? 

 
8. The book is elaborately plotted, but does it work?  What do you find unbelievable or 

improbable? 
 

9. Would A Confederacy of Dunces be the same if characters like Burma and Santa spoke in 
standard English?   

 
10. In a letter dated March 5, 1965, Toole critiques his own novel writing that he “was certain that 

the Levys were the book’s worst flaw” and “that couple kept slipping from my grasp as I tried 
to manipulate them throughout the book”  (Nevils and Hardy, page 139).  What did he mean?  
And do you agree?  Are they the only characters who don’t come to life?  Toole lauds other 
characters as being representative of New Orleans.  Who do you think they might be?  

 

http://www.litlovers.com/guide_confederacydunces.html�


 
Summer Reading Assignment #2 
East of Eden 
 
As you read the novel East of Eden this summer, consider the questions provided below.  Take notes 
based on your response to this guide in your text (annotation), following the directions on the 
annotation worksheet.  Make sure that you are comfortable with and can access your notes easily 
and quickly for our discussions in the fall.  I will expect to see proof of your notes ON THE FIRST 
DAY OF CLASS (you WILL be expected to leave your book with me as proof of annotation) and you 
can expect at least one or two details quizzes as well as a timed-writing essay on the novel within the 
first week of the class.  
 
Above all though - enjoy! 
 

Part 1 
 

1. How do the contrasting values in the landscape affect a reader's sense of the valley?  
 
2. There is an epic scope to the opening chapter, as if Steinbeck is announcing to the reader 

the grandness of his theme. Comment on how he suggests the grandness of his conception.  
 

3. Steinbeck describes the inhabitants of the valley—Indians, Spanish, Americans—in rather 
unattractive terms, as if he's echoing an "official" history. Why would he do so?  

 
4. How do the patriarchs, Samuel Hamilton and Cyrus Trask—and their respective families—

differ? Compare their different moral environments.  
 

5. How do Samuel and Cyrus contrast as storytellers? Why does storytelling play such a major 
role in this novel? What kind of storyteller is the character Steinbeck?  

 
6. How are children in Part One influenced by perceived flaws in their fathers, and how do they 

respond? What are the consequences of parental love, neglect or rejection among the 
Hamiltons and Trasks?  

 
7. Regardless of Charles's brutal beating of Adam and his infidelity with Adam's wife, does he 

love his brother? Why? Are the brothers close? Why might they be closer through letters? 
Why does Charles' handwriting change in the strange letter he writes to Adam at the end of 
Chapter 4? And why might Steinbeck say that this letter is a "key" to the novel?  

 
8. Is Cathy Ames doomed by nature to be who she is, or does she have a choice? Cathy is 

introduced as a monster in Chapter 8; in Chapter 12 she's described slightly differently. 
Steinbeck seems to be assessing her character as he writes the book. Why might Steinbeck 
be asking the reader to assess Cathy carefully?  

 
9. How might Cathy Ames be an Eve-like figure? Or is she like Lilith, a demon created from filth, 

who, according to some Jewish myths, was Adam's first wife? What role does human 
sexuality play in the lives of the characters?  

 
10. How is Adam's good nature and inability to see through Cathy a weakness? If Adam is an "A" 

character and therefore "good," is he also an admirable character? Do you, as a reader, like 
all that he does?  

 



11.  Who is telling the story at any given moment? Steinbeck, Olive's son, a character in his own 
book? The all-knowing narrator who can even tell what others are thinking? Or is the 
philosopher-critic a third possibility? Why do you think that Steinbeck includes himself in this 
text? What might be his point in so doing?  

 
12.  Comment on gift-giving in the novel. Why is it so important?  

 
13.  As opposed to the Cain and Abel story in the Bible, it is the Abel figure in East of Eden 

(Adam) who seems condemned to be a wanderer. Why?  
 

14.  Steinbeck has been accused of creating only two types of female characters, mother figures 
(like the heroic Ma Joad) and prostitutes (like Cathy). While many female characters in this 
book are not as richly drawn as the male characters, he nonetheless creates fascinating 
characters in Alice, Liza and later Abra. Comment on the role of these women as nurturers, 
as mothers, as confidants. The thematic role of each differs.  

 
15.  Early reviewers complained about Cathy. If this is a novel about free will, why is Cathy, a 

monster seemingly without free will, a major character in the novel? Think about this question 
as you read the book.  

 
16.  Why might Cathy be compared to Alice in Wonderland? 
 

Part 2 
 
1. In Chapter 13, Steinbeck celebrates "the freedom of the mind to take any direction it wishes, 

undirected." Both Adam and Faye create and harbor a childlike image of Cathy to their peril. 
They fall prey to their own creations. What traits do these two characters share? And what 
are some of the dangers inherent in "freedom of the mind"?  

 
2. Is Adam's forgetfulness of his past in his new Eden convincing? Is his obliviousness a form of 

repression destined to wreak havoc?  
 

3. From your reading of Chapter 14—about Olive Hamilton, Steinbeck's mother—do you think it 
is wildly intrusive and inappropriate, as some critics have claimed? Or, is the chapter 
consistent with other interjections throughout the book and with Steinbeck's ambition to write 
a novel for his sons in an unrestricted style?  

 
4. Regarding Cathy, the narrator says: "Who knows but that she tried to tell someone or 

everyone what she was like, and could not for lack of a common language." Both Lee and 
Samuel know upon meeting her "what she is like." So does Charles. What qualities in Cathy 
are transparent to those who care to notice? 

 
5. How does Steinbeck handle the issue of racial prejudice in his portrayal of Lee, Adam's 

Chinese servant, and "the Nigger," whorehouse madam? Both are dignified characters, yet 
both are subject to denigration. Clearly Lee is the more important character. Why does he 
speak English so readily with Samuel? How many roles does he play in this novel?  

 
6. Both Mr. Edwards, in Part One, and Faye, the brothel madam, fall in love with Cathy. The 

narrator says that Cathy "was mistress of a technique which is the basis of good wrestling—
that of letting your opponent do the heavy work toward his own defeat, or of guiding his 
strength toward his weakness." How is this so, with respect to Mr. Edwards and Faye? How 
does Cathy play them? Does she play Adam in the same way? 

 
7. Liza Hamilton is mother to Samuel's nine children, four boys and five girls. She "had a finely 

developed sense of sin. … She suffered bravely and uncomplainingly through life, convinced 
that that was the way her God wanted everyone to live. She felt that rewards came later."  



 
Talk about her relationship with Samuel. Which of her characteristics are most admirable?  

 
8. Is Adam's despondence after Cathy abandons him and the children authentic grief? Or does 

he derive masochistic pleasure from it, as Samuel Hamilton suggests? What does it say 
about Adam that he, too, rejects his infant sons for more than a year, ignoring them, not 
bothering even to name them? If Adam is an "A" character, and thus "good," is that goodness 
convincing? Appealing?  

 
9. In discussing the Cain and Abel story with Samuel Hamilton and Adam, Lee says: "The 

greatest terror a child can have is that he is not loved, and rejection is the hell he fears. I think 
everyone in the world to a large or small extent has felt rejection. And with rejection comes 
anger, and with anger some kind of crime in revenge for the rejection, and with crime guilt." 
To whom does this apply? Charles? Cathy? Adam?  

 
10. Part Two concludes with an evocation of Biblical stories—of Aaron who did not make it to the 

Promised Land, and Caleb and Joshua who did. Is there a Moses figure in the book thus far, 
whose vision leads characters out of their spiritual wilderness?  

 
11. Why do you suppose that Steinbeck includes so much about the Cain and Abel story in the 

novel, having Samuel read the text? 
 

Part 3 
 

1. In Part Three, six characters die or their deaths are described—Una, Samuel, Charles, Lee's 
mother, Dessie and Tom. How does the omnipresence of death change the mood and 
atmosphere of the novel?  

 
2. Samuel, Adam, Cal, Dessie and Tom all lie to protect the feelings of others in Part Three. Is 

their deception justifiable as a kindness, or is it ultimately a breach of trust? Compare their 
actions to that of Lee's father. Note also Lee's advice to Adam about telling the boys the truth 
about Cathy.  

 
3. How are the twins, Cal and Aron, different? Look at the paragraph near the end of Chapter 

27, where the difference in the two boys is described by their supposed responses to an 
anthill. How do Cal's actions accord with that description?  

 
4. In many ways, Lee's mother is the opposite of Cathy. How so? Why is the story of her rape 

included in the novel? Is the way that Lee's father and then Lee tell the story important?  
 

5.  Consider the importance of the automobile and the advent of the ready-made dress. How is 
technical progress changing life in the Salinas Valley, and what affect does it have on 
characters such as Will?  

 
6. Some critics have derided Lee as stereotypical—the inscrutable, wise Oriental man. 

Especially during the discussion of timshel, do you find him convincing? Why does he play so 
many roles in the novel?  

 
7. What do you suppose Charles' motives were in equally dividing his inheritance between 

Adam and Cathy?  
 

8. In Journal of a Novel: The East of Eden Letters, Steinbeck wrote, "I think you will find that 
Cathy as Kate fascinates people. … People are always interested in evil even when they 
pretend their interest is clinical. And they will mull Kate over. They will forget I said she was 
bad. And they will hate her because while she is a monster, she is a little piece of the 



monster in all of us. It won't be because she is foreign that people will be interested but 
because she is not."  
 
Why does Cathy begin to show cracks in her façade during her confrontation with Adam? If 
she seems more recognizably human in her rage and sorrow, is she still a monster as first 
described? Why would Steinbeck wish to make his readers see Cathy in different ways? If 
the author is "rereading" Cathy with each encounter, is he also asking readers to reexamine 
her and their assumptions about evil? Or does she remain fixed throughout the novel-
thoroughly evil, unsympathetic and a "monster"?  

 
9. The scene when Adam first confronts Cathy is remarkable. Note how her body is described, 

her hands. How does Steinbeck convey Cathy's physical decline and Adam's response to 
her?  

 
10. 10. Why does Abra tease the boys? Does she seem admirable?  

 
11. Why is Adam so uncomfortable with the Bacons? Why does he take their advice? In buying a 

car, does Adam seem suddenly a more resolute character? 
 
Part 4 
 

1. In Part One, the story of the Trask family unfolds in the shadows of the Civil War and fighting 
in the West against Native Americans. In Part Four, the lives of the next generation of Trasks 
are set against the backdrop of World War I. What is the relationship between the private and 
public conflicts evoked in East of Eden? What does the story of Cain and Abel have to do 
with war? 

 
2. Much is made of the differences between Cal and Aron, but what traits do they share? How 

do they deal with their respective senses of inadequacy? 
 

3. Both Adam in Part One and Aron in Part Four come to hate their fathers. Why? In what ways 
are Cyrus and Adam Trask alike in their ambitions for their sons? 

 
4. How is Aron's imagination of Abra similar to Adam's inability to see nothing but what he wants 

to see in Cathy? What does their infatuation suggest about a state of innocence and purity? 
 

5.  Is Aron's obsession with goodness and purity a form of self-indulgence? 
 

6. What is the nature of the despair that makes both Charles (in Part One) and Cal (in Part 
Four) restless, drawn to borders of respectability? If Charles and Cal—as opposed to Adam 
and Aron—are the sons who love their fathers, why do their fathers reject them? 

 
7. By presenting Adam with a gift of $15,000, is Cal really acting out of jealousy and trying to 

buy his father's affection, or is he motivated by virtuous impulses? Why does Adam reject his 
son's gift? 

 
8. What in Aron does Cathy identify with? Why does she bequeath her ill-gotten fortune only to 

him? Why does she commit suicide? 
 

9. Has Adam acted properly by not telling his sons the truth about their mother? Is Adam a good 
father? 

 
10. How is Abra an agent of change in the novel? How is she different from other women in East 

of Eden? 
 



11. Why does Abra cease to love Aron, and why does she burn his letters? Compare the three 
scenes of burning paper—Kate's pictures, Cal's money, Abra's letters. 

 
12. What is the nature of the bond between Lee and Abra? Why does he give her a gift of his 

mother's treasured possession? 
 

13. What is the novel's position on flawed humanity, as instanced by Cal and Abra? 
 

14. How does inheritance—financial and moral—feature in the novel? What are its ramifications 
for the lives of Charles and Adam, Adam and Cathy, and Aron? What inheritance does Cal 
receive from the dying Adam that is unlike any other in the book? 

 
15. What does Adam mean when he utters the word timshel at the novel's conclusion? 

 
16. Why is Lee increasingly important in the novel? Why is the role of surrogate father given to a 

Chinese character? 
 

17. Why is Samuel Hamilton's memory evoked so often? What does he come to represent in the 
novel? Does he represent more in death than he does when he's alive? 

 
 
 

DON’T FORGET TO CHOOSE YOUR THIRD BOOK—
SEE THE DIRECTIONS AT THE TOP OF THIS 
PACKET!!!!! 
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