
American Literature SY 2016-2017 
summer reading project 

Stories are created through experiences. You are creating the story of your life through trial 
and error, through love and hatred, through friendships, through school, through work, 
through family, through lots and lots of contemplation and thinking. Stories mean so much to 
us because we relate to them. We want guidance from others, and we want wisdom from 
those before us. We love stories simply because they make our own story so much more 
valuable and the stories validate who we think we are. The United Staes is a melting pot of 
culture and every culture brings something unique to the table. With each story, each culture 
contributes different ideas and themes that makes American Literature seem global.  

The purpose of these stories is to convey meaning. One of the best ways to invoke a strong 
response from readers is to saturate our stories with symbolism.  A complex idea is 
implanted into a simple object, so that when we see the object again, either in the story, or in 
life, we immediately think of that complex idea...and then the job of the symbol is done...it allows 
us to constantly remember, appreciate and learn from the complexity of our stories.  

Assignment                                                                                                                                                             
This assignment will add to your story by challenging you to read another’s story and learn 
valuable life lessons from it. You will look at how the symbolism in your chosen story influences 
the universal themes and concepts presented. You will see how symbolism heightens these 
concepts and allow you to dig deeper into the text. Finally, you will see how the symbolism of 
this story influence your life story. 

Choose your book from the following titles:  
1. Catch-22 by Joseph Heller  
2. Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck  
3. The Joy Luck Club by Amy Tan   
4. The Sun Also Rises by Ernest Hemingway  
5. Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury  
6. My Antonia by Willa Cather  
7. A Tree Grows in Brooklyn by Betty Smith  
8. The Jungle by Upton Sinclair  
9. The Portrait of a Lady by Henry James  

10. Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora 
Neale Hurston  
11. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by 
Mark Twain  
12. Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne 
13. I Know Why The Caged Bird Sings by 
Maya Angelou 
14. Eleanor and Park by Rainbow Rowell 

Annotate the novel as you read, so you know where to find examples of the symbols and 
themes. This will prove indispensable within the first week of class.  
 You will need:  
• Yellow Highlighter: A yellow highlighter allows you to mark exactly what you are interested 

in. Equally important, the yellow line emphasizes without interfering. Before highlighters, I 
drew lines under important spots in texts, but underlining is laborious and often distracting. 
Highlighters in blue and pink and fluorescent colors are even more distracting. The idea is 
to see the important text more clearly, not give your eyes a psychedelic exercise. While you 



read, highlight whatever seems to be key information. At first, you will probably highlight too 
little or too much; with experience, you will choose more effectively which material to 
highlight. 

• Pencil: A pencil is better than a pen because you can make changes. Even geniuses make 
mistakes, temporary comments, and incomplete notes. 

While you read, use marginalia—marginal notes—to mark key material. Marginalia can include 
check marks, question marks, stars, arrows, brackets, and written words and phrases. Create 
your own system for marking what is important, interesting, quotable, questionable, and so 
forth. 

• Your Text: Inside the front cover of your book, keep an orderly, legible list of "key 
information" with page references. Key information in a novel might include themes; 
passages that relate to the book's title; characters' names; salient quotes; important 
scenes, passages, and chapters; and maybe key definitions or vocabulary. Remember that 
key information will vary according to genre and the reader's purpose, so make your own 
good plan. 

As you read, section by section, chapter by chapter, consider doing the following, if useful 
or necessary: 

    At the end of each chapter or section, briefly summarize the material. 
Title each chapter or section as soon as you finish it, especially if the text does not provide 
headings for chapters or sections. 
Make a list of vocabulary words on a back page or the inside back cover. Possible ideas for 
lists include the author's special jargon and new, unknown, or otherwise interesting words.  

Writing…Finding the story within you & comparing to another’s...  
Write a 2-3 page MLA-formatted analysis incorporating your story with that of the story you 
read.   
Your story...  
• What is your story? Don’t give me a chronological detailing of your life, but sum up your 

story. Make it concise, but with feeling. In thinking back on your years, what object could be 
seen as a symbol of your life’s story? Pick an object and make sure you adequately imbed 
this symbol into your life’s story.  

Another’s story integrated with yours...  
• Choose 1 symbol that is prevalent throughout the novel and show what it reveals about a 

chosen universal thematic statement.  Give at least 3 pieces of specific evidence 
throughout the text to prove your assertion. While thinking about the universal theme in this 
story, show how it connects to a theme in your own story.  Write about that.  



Finally, Create A Visual Representation...  
During this year of American Literature, we will cover various fiction/non-fiction from different 
genres. Some will hit close to your heart and some you will wonder what is the point? 
Regardless, you will see how all of our stories are intertwined by symbols and universal 
themes. Therefore, for the last part of your summer assignment, create a visual 
representation that shows the connection between your story and the novel you read through 
the use of symbolism and how it conveys your chosen universal theme. The point of this is to 
SHOW the CONNECTIONS between your thoughts, feelings, and ideals and the thoughts, 
feelings, and ideals of the author of your novel in a visual form.   

INCLUDE A DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF YOUR VISUAL. 

Your visual can be anything that plays to your strength, but here are some awesome ideas...  
• Movies, claymation, photographs, writing—poetry, essay, etc., models, compose literature-

based music, etc. Remember, that the most influential stories in our lives are the ones that 
we build connections.  

Think of your favorite story—whether it be from a novel, a play, a poem, a movie, a song, a video 
game, a comic, a speech, an essay, a memoir, or even a tumblr page—it is your favorite 
because you connected to it on a certain level...THAT is the power of a story...and THAT is the 
power of literature.  

 
ASSIGNMENTS ARE DUE THE FIRST DAY OF CLASS.


