
AP English Literature & Composition  

2018-2019 

Summer Reading Assignment 

 

The purpose of the AP English Literature summer reading assignment is to acquaint you with the rigor and 

depth of college-level close reading, which is the foundation of success both in this course and on the AP exam. The 

exam itself calls for a student’s familiarity with a vast variety of literary texts, and the Free Response essay in particular 

will require you to dig into your knowledge of a wide array of stories. As such, it is imperative that you have carefully 

and thoughtfully read, considered, and annotated the assigned summer readings in preparation for AP coursework, as it 

will prepare you not only for the exam itself, but for college reading and writing. If you feel that you do not wish to give 

the readings your best attention, then it is worth considering that this course may not be a good fit for you. 

Author Flannery O’Connor once wrote, to a student seeking O’Connor’s own analysis of the “enlightenment” 

in her work, that the student should forget overthinking the text and simply enjoy the process of reading it: “A story 

isn’t any good unless it … hangs on and expands in the mind. Properly, you analyze to enjoy, but it’s equally true that to 

analyze with any discrimination, you have to have enjoyed already.” Simply put, you cannot fully understand a text 

unless you enjoy reading it.  

While the difficulty and expectations of this assignment are high, your primary goal should be to enjoy, to get 

lost in, the readings. Enjoy the doing of the work, and the work will flow easily. 

I look forward to meeting you and sharing your enjoyment and appreciation of literature this coming year! 

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Readings, to be completed by the first day of class:  

The beauty of drama is that it can be read in one afternoon ... but can take a lifetime to fully understand. As you read - 

and re-read - the following plays, consider the connections and common themes that link them; these themes will be 

the basis for your first writing assignment. There is no need to consult outside resources; your best preparation are your 

own thoughts and opinions on the texts. 

● Hamlet, by William Shakespeare (recommended copy ISBN: 978-0199535811 or 978-0743477123) 

● King Lear, by William Shakespeare (recommended copy ISBN: 978-0199535828 or 978-0743482769) 

● Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, by Tom Stoppard (ISBN: 978-0802126214) 

 

Requirements, to be completed by the first day of class:  

● Students must either purchase or rent a physical copy of each of the summer reading texts. You will need these 

texts for the first few weeks of class; plan accordingly. 

○ ISBNs for recommended (not required) editions appear next to the titles; you can use these codes to 

search for the recommended copies online. Recommended copies provide helpful notes and articles, 

nothing more. 

○ Consider Half-Price Books, Amazon, and Chegg.com if you would like to own your books. 

● Actively read - and re-read - the texts by annotating with pen, pencil, and highlighter. Annotation cements your 

thoughts about the reading and helps you identify patterns and purpose in the author’s words (ultimately 

making writing easier). Annotations will be checked in the first few days of class. 

○ There are many ways to annotate, and how you annotate is up to you; if you are renting your book, 

embrace Post-Its and colored pens. 

○ See “How to Annotate in Your English Class” below and “A Classic Guide.” 

(http://chuma.cas.usf.edu/~pinsky/mark_a_book.htm) 

○ Prepare and write out one thoughtfully worded discussion question that engages at least two of the 

books; bring your typed question to our first class (this may be saved digitally rather than printed). Be 

discriminating in what you choose to ask us about. 

● Understand that these texts will be the basis of our first writing assignment, given in class within the first weeks 

of school. 

https://www.amazon.com/Oxford-Shakespeare-Hamlet-Worlds-Classics/dp/0199535817/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1527040262&sr=1-1&keywords=oxford+hamlet&dpID=51w%252BtnH%252BaWL&preST=_SY291_BO1,204,203,200_QL40_&dpSrc=srch
https://www.amazon.com/Hamlet-Folger-Library-Shakespeare-William/dp/074347712X/ref=sr_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1527040262&sr=1-2&keywords=oxford+hamlet&dpID=51-GfoEOZML&preST=_SY291_BO1,204,203,200_QL40_&dpSrc=srch
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0199535825/ref=ox_sc_mini_detail?ie=UTF8&psc=1&smid=ATVPDKIKX0DER
https://www.amazon.com/King-Lear-Folger-Shakespeare-Library/dp/074348276X/ref=sr_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1527040594&sr=1-2&keywords=folger+king+lear&dpID=61KuNDfGqNL&preST=_SY291_BO1,204,203,200_QL40_&dpSrc=srch
https://www.amazon.com/Rosencrantz-Guildenstern-Are-Dead-Stoppard/dp/0802126219/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1527040823&sr=1-1&keywords=rosencrantz+and+guildenstern+are+dead&dpID=41tWdRUGYIL&preST=_SY344_BO1,204,203,200_QL70_&dpSrc=srch


How to Annotate in Your English Class: 

_________________ 

 

 
 

Every English teacher will recommend that you annotate your texts. Some students are naturally gifted at 

annotating and marginating a text. Others are confused by this process. Every year I teach I still have 

students who are puzzled when I ask them to annotate their readings. You should know that highlighting 

and underlining alone is not annotation! Knowing that a passage is important is not the same as 

knowing WHY it is important. In the following pages are some recommendations on strategies for 

annotating that should help clear up any confusion. For those students who are skilled in annotating 

already, new ideas can always help you refine your skills, so don’t assume these strategies can’t help you. 

I know most of you have read “How to Mark a Book” which is clever and witty and extremely helpful. 

What follows are just some additional strategies that have helped my students in the past.  

 

I. Summarize/Paraphrase:  

 

This seems basic, but can actually be really helpful when you are going back through a text to remember 

and locate where something happened (like when you are writing an essay, for example). Jot down in the 

margins key words or phrases that simply summarize/paraphrase what just happened.  

 

Another trick is to keep a list of important events in a chapter (or act/scene, if reading a play) in the 

blank space at the beginning of the first page of the chapter. Usually the first page of a chapter begins 

about a third to halfway down the page, leaving you with valuable margin space. This technique is 

especially helpful, again while writing an essay and trying to remember what happened in what part of 

the reading. Another useful strategy in terms of summary is to give a chapter that has only been assigned 

a number a title of your own composition that in some way summarizes the main action of the chapter. 

For those of you who are mathematically inclined, this type of annotation should make up only about 



20% of your total annotating of a text. Summarizing and paraphrasing should not dominate your notes; 

rather, they should function to help you orient yourself as to the basic action of the plot.  

 

II. Literary Elements: 

 

Ok, so this is a long, but most definitely not exhaustive, list. Don’t be intimidated. Start off slowly and 

keep practicing; I promise you will eventually get better and faster. This list is basic, and is not the extent 

of what you will need to know or be able to do. But this is a solid start and should serve you well.  

 

Plot Structure/Devices: You remember the diagram from junior high? It’s still important. Remember 

that the beginning of a novel or short story is the exposition and that it establishes all the basics you need 

to know. A helpful strategy here is to draw some diagrams that establish character connections. A family 

tree or bubble diagram can be particularly helpful if you are trying to remember who is who and how they 

are related. Try to identify the crucial moment or climax of the plot. Identify the resolution or 

denouement. Identify and make note of any important transitions or shifts (twists and turns) in the plot.    

 

Characters & Development: Jot down indication of how characters are developing and what affects 

change or growth. Note physical description of characters and be aware that writers use a character’s 

physical appearance to indicate character qualities and flaws. Note particular features or disfigurements. 

Be aware of detailed descriptions of a character’s inner thoughts, feelings, impressions, suspicions, etc. 

Also, consider what motivates your characters and how they act on those motivations. Make note of 

dialogue as indication of character development, as well. 

 

Conflict: Consider the different types of conflict. (Again, remember back to junior high: man vs. man, 

man vs. nature, man vs. himself, and so on…) The point is to be aware of when conflict rears its ugly head 

and how that conflict is driving the plot. Though this may seem pretty basic, it’s important to keep in 

mind that without the conflict, we have no story!  

 

Setting (physical place, conditions, time): Know where the author has placed his/her story. Note 

important locations, physical conditions, weather, time of day, month, season, etc. As cliché as it may 

seem, storms or intense heat often function as foreshadowing. Setting is also important as it establishes a 

historical context for what is happening in the novel. Establishing an understanding of what was taking 

place historically during the action of the novel, and/or during the writing of a novel, can provide a 

deeper understanding of the characters and plot. Be aware of any shifts in setting or time.  

 

Narration (point of view, technique, flashback, authorial intent): Know who is telling your 

story and consider why. Identify the point of view right away and consider why the author chose this and 

why it is effective. Consider how the point of view affects you as the reader. Some literature has many 

different characters narrating a story. Be aware of these shifts/transitions. Be aware of possible 

flashbacks, or think about any shifts or departures from a strictly chronological telling of the story. 

Consider your narrator’s credibility and reliability. Do you trust him/her? Are you meant to? Establish a 

relationship with the narrator. Consider the narrator’s tone or attitude. Also, consider dramatic asides 

and narration or stage directions when reading a play.  

 

Diction, Language & Sentence Structure: Always be aware of the language an author is using. Is it 

descriptive, flowery, and romantic, or is it concise, terse, or economic? Are the sentences complex in 

structure, brief and simple, or to the point? Is the language poetic? Consider poetic devices like simile, 

metaphor, alliteration, etc. Notice any imagery. Think about and make note of particular diction and 

where the author’s word choice is especially effective. Make note of any use of dialect or regional accents. 



Note use of elevated vocabulary and look up and words you don’t know. Don’t be lazy when you come 

across new words! Write a brief definition in the margins (this is the best way to increase your 

vocabulary, hands down!) Make note of how the language affects you as the reader.   

 

Symbols, Motifs, & Archetypes: The trick here is not only to identify them, but to establish what 

they mean and how they function. Know the difference between symbols, motifs, and archetypes. If you 

don’t know the difference, stop right now, go get a dictionary and annotate this document by writing the 

definitions in the margins! During your reading, if you think something might be a symbol, motif, 

archetype, make note of it and place a question mark next to your thought. You will feel so gratified when 

you discover that you were right! “I knew it!” you’ll say to yourself.  

 

Themes: There is an important difference between themes and motifs. These two terms are often used 

interchangeably and erroneously. Know this difference. (Again, here is a great opportunity for you to 

practice annotating in this document). Be aware of how your teacher defines and uses these terms. Also, 

understand that identifying theme may not take place until you are nearly finished, or even finished, 

reading a text. And while we’re on the subject, just because you finish reading doesn’t mean you are 

finished annotating. Always try to go back and add more!  

 

Irony (verbal, situational, dramatic): Know the difference between the different types of irony. Yes, 

look it up or ask your teacher right now. I will tell you this: a reader who is aware of irony is a 

sophisticated reader. Make it your goal to always be looking for irony. It is almost always present and it is 

usually subtle. Identify it, but also know why it’s important and how it functions.    

 

Foreshadowing: Again, identify it and consider how it functions. If you think something might be 

foreshadowing, make note of it. If it is, then you have an “I knew it!” moment; if it isn’t, who cares? At 

least you’re trying and at least you’re awake!  

 

Critical Theories/Approaches: This can be complicated and there’s a long list. Here’s a list of the 

main critical approaches: feminist, formalist, deconstruction, Marxist, etc. Don’t worry about knowing or 

not knowing what they are. If your teacher wants you to be aware of a particular critical approach, he or 

she will most likely point it out to you ahead of time. Your task is to be aware of how it is developed and 

where there are specific examples of this development. In general though, if the work you are reading 

addresses women’s roles within a given society, you should consider a feminist approach. If the text 

addresses man’s role in society or certain groups of people in a society, you should consider it from a 

Marxist perspective. This is an oversimplification, of course, but this is meant to get you started.   

 

Again, to those of you who are mathematically inclined, I argue that your annotations on literary 

elements and devices should comprise the bulk of your annotations, and I estimate this to be at about 

80% of your work.   

 

III. Personal Reactions and Questions: 

 

Though not necessarily academic, I don’t underestimate the importance of this type of engagement with a 

text. If something you read strikes you as funny, intense, confusing, enlightening, etc. feel free to honor 

those reactions and record them in the margins! Not only is this perfectly acceptable (we English teachers 

do it, too), but it indicates that you are paying attention, engaging with the text, and internalizing what 

you read.  

 



If you have a specific question about what you are reading, write that question down. Research it on your 

own or ask your teacher in class the next day.  

 

If what you read reminds you of something else, whether that be another text you’ve read, a movie you 

saw, something you heard once, a person you know, a personal situation, a memory, etc. honor that 

connection and record your reaction. This is just further evidence of your internalization of the text. 

Furthermore, connecting, comparing, contrasting texts is an important skill, and one that will be valuable 

to you in college, where your professors expect you to be able to do this and draw from your previous 

experience and knowledge.  

 

Though this type of annotation is important, it should not dominate. In fact, this should comprise 10% or 

less of your total annotations.   

 

Applications For Reading Non-Fiction Texts: 

 

When reading non-fiction texts, your annotations will be slightly different. Probably you will not have the 

same literary elements at work. Most definitely you will not have any plot to analyze. But you should 

consider overall structure. How does the writer present the argument and prove it? Think about the 

writer’s argument and tone and how these are achieved. Analyze the diction and syntax used to express 

point of view. Look at sentence structure. Consider the writer’s purpose: to explain, to persuade, to 

describe, to entertain, to editorialize, etc and how he or she achieves this. Define any unknown terms. Be 

aware of rhetorical devices (I have handouts on these specifically for the AP students) and examine their 

effectiveness. Also, consider any logical fallacies in the author’s arguments. Be aware of and record your 

personal reactions and questions.  

 

Applications For Reading Poetry: 

 

Again, no plot or characters to examine here, but do take time to paraphrase and summarize what is 

happening in the poem. This can be accomplished by stanza or other structural breaks. Look for language 

devices, rhyme scheme, and meter. Once you’ve identified these elements, consider how their presence 

contributes to overall meaning. Be aware of imagery. Consider the speaker’s voice, tone, and persona, not 

just the poet’s. Look for repeated patterns and motifs. Consider an overall message or theme that the poet 

is presenting through the work. In many cases, your teacher will have you read poetry that is in some way 

thematically connected to a novel, play, etc. Think about and annotate for these potential connections.  

 

Applications For Reading Drama: 

 

Think about drama as performance literature. The playwright uses the tools available to him or her 

through stage direction, actors, dialogue, sets and props to bring a story to life. Consider all these as you 

annotate. As with a short story or novel, you need to address plot structure, characters, and other literary 

devices. Think about why the story is told in this genre: why is a play more effective than a novel, short 

story, or poem? How would an audience react to what is performed and how does the playwright want to 

affect the audience? As with fiction literature, annotate for characters, conflict, foreshadowing, plot 

structure, and the rest.  

 

A Few Final Thoughts: 

 

Annotating and marginating a text is a learning process. Experiment and find the methods that work best 

for you. Some students use color marking techniques, or fancy post-its. Others prefer simple highlighter 



and pen. How you do it matters less that how effective it is for you and how well you internalize the 

literature. The main objective in annotating a text is that you have a deeper and more individual 

understanding of what you read.  

 

Ask to read your friends’ annotations and compare your notes. Add to your own, as needed. Better yet, 

ask to see your teachers’! What we write in our books is no trade secret!   

 

Annotating takes a long time. This will make you a slower reader, but a more conscientious one, and 

ultimately, a more sophisticated one. Ideally, you should evolve to the point that it is actually a little 

awkward for you to read without annotating!  

 

A question I’m often asked by students is, “How much annotating is enough?” This, to an English 

teacher, is like asking how long an essay needs to be. My answer is going to be the same, and sadly, just as 

vague and irritating: as much/as long as it needs to be. Admittedly, I’m most impressed by copious 

annotations in a text. But I am also interested in the quality, thought, and sophistication behind your 

annotations.  

 

Also, you should know that I actually read your annotations, and your penmanship is quite important. If I 

can’t read what you write (and I’m pretty forgiving when it comes to handwriting) I get cranky.   

 

Invest in a dictionary of literary terms. There are several different ones out there for you. I have 

purchased many over the years, and I have to admit that the Oxford edition  that I used in high school is 

still my favorite. Acquire one or more and keep on hand to refer to and read from time to time. Not only 

will this help you now, it will continue to help you in college.  

 


