
English 11 Summer Reading Assignment 2017 
 

English 11 is an American literature course that approaches literature as an expression of culture and that engages students 
with literature through the lens of American history.  Each unit centers on some element of the course’s common theme:  
What is the American dream, who has access to it, who is excluded from it, and how has it changed over the 341 years of 
American history to date? 
 
This summer reading assignment is intended to encourage you to approach the American dream from perspectives 
different than your own.  The voices and experiences in each of the works listed below offer you the opportunity to step 
into someone else’s shoes, live life in his or her America, and, hopefully, help you to reflect on your own experience of 
being American and/or living in America. 
 
1.  Read TWO of the following works.  Please note:  Some are fiction and some are nonfiction.  Take that into account 
when you are thinking and writing about your chosen works.  TAKE NOTES as you read.  Keep notes in the margins of 
your book, or keep a separate notebook of observations.  You will need to recall specific characters, elements of plot, and 
details for assignments during the school year. 
 
American Dervish, by Ayad Akhtar, is the fictional story of twelve-year-old Hayat Shah, who faces his coming of age as 
the American-born son of Pakistani immigrants in Minnesota in the 1980s.  As Shah learns more about his Muslim faith, 
he faces the challenges of all boys growing into men, challenges complicated by his cultural heritage, religious 
discrimination, and personal fears that lead him to make serious, sometimes personally disastrous mistakes. 
 
Flight, by Sherman Alexie, features Native American narrator Zits, an orphaned, confused, vulnerable, and troubled teen. 
After befriending a radical and violent rebel, Zits suddenly finds himself traveling through time in the bodies of other 
people. Through his sojourn as different people who lived during various time periods in American history, Zits is 
ultimately transformed, discovering new perspectives on himself and his own place in history. 
 
The Pact, by Sampson Davis, George Jenkins, and Rameck Hunt, with Lisa Frazier Page, is the true-life tale of three 
African American men who made a friendship pact as teenagers growing up in Newark, New Jersey, to rise above the 
conditions in their community, attend college, and become doctors. Told in alternating chapters by each of the three 
doctors, this memoir provides vivid details about the lives each of these men lived growing up and the struggles, triumphs, 
and tragedies they experienced on their way to fulfilling their mutual dream. 
 
The Book of the Unknown Americans, by Cristina Henríquez, features first-person musings and memories from an array of 
characters living in the same apartment complex in Delaware. Each voice and story is unique, but they all have something 
in common: understanding the adjustments of life as immigrants hoping for a better life, if not for themselves, then for 
their children. Though the characters come from scattered places like Mexico, Venezuela, Guatemala, and Puerto Rico, 
their similarities outweigh their differences, and they form a close-knit community.  The story most closely follows the 
tender and difficult relationship that develops between Mayor Toro, a young, thoughtful Panamanian-American boy who 
feels like a social outcast, and Maribel Rivera, the new girl in the community whose parents have come to America from 
Mexico to seek treatment for Maribel’s traumatic brain injury.  
 
The Beginning of Everything, by Robyn Schneider, is narrated by seventeen-year-old Ezra Faulkner, who at the end of his 
junior year was a star athlete and all around big man on campus, content with his popular girlfriend, his “boys” on the 
tennis team, and the future his father had laid out for him as a fraternity legacy at the local state university.  Everything 
changes for Ezra, though, when a devastating car accident leaves him disabled, and he faces senior year with all the usual 
concerns—college, girls, and friends—and a lot of new ones specific to his circumstances.  What Ezra learns about life, 
love, and the meaning of everything is detailed in a funny, wry, observant voice to which anyone who has been a teenager 
can relate. 
 
The Glass Castle, by Jeannette Walls, is the memoir of the author, who was raised with three siblings by nonconformist 
parents.  Walls paints a vivid picture of a life less ordinary, growing up as nomads, moving from camping spot to camping 
spot throughout the southwestern deserts of the United States.  When things got hard, the family moved back to their 
father’s hardscrabble West Virginia mining town, where new and more difficult challenges awaited Jeannette and her 
siblings.  Only through cleverness and wit, courage, and tenacity did Jeannette make it out of the circumstances to which 
her upbringing seemed doomed to confine her. 



Step One:  Tell us a little about yourself and your own American story.  Please write a one-page exposition of your 
origins.  Your origin story should consider:  What is your heritage?  Where did your family come from?  Were they 
immigrants? What was your family’s idea of the American dream and what is yours?  Please consider talking to your 
parents, aunts and uncles, and/or grandparents to find out more about your family origins.  Please formalize your findings 
into a coherent, one-page personal profile in which you talk about who you are and how who you are relates to where you 
come from and the people who got you here. 
 
Step Two:  Choose two characters or figures, in the case of nonfiction, from the works you have read for this assignment.   
 
Step Three: Write a believable dialogue between the two characters or figures and yourself, paying some attention to the 
original characterization of the characters or figures (eg. the way that the character or figure speaks, dresses, behaves, et 
cetera) and being sure to give each character or figure, including yourself, a more or less equal amount of speaking time.   
 
PLEASE NOTE: 
 

• You MUST include a thoughtful and detailed narrative paragraph before the dialogue that explains how you met 
these characters/figures and came to be in this conversation with each other.  Introductory explanatory paragraphs 
must be at least twelve sentences in length.   
 

• For the body of the work, the dialogue itself, you should use a script format (see below).  The dialogue portion of 
the project should dominate.  That is, the dialogue should take up the majority portion of the total assignment.  
You may use stage directions to indicate mood, tone of voice, and movements and actions of characters. 

 
Name of character/figure A [spoken enthusiastically]: “I think this is an awesome assignment 
and can’t wait to write it!” 
 
Name of character/figure B: “You’re right!  I’m excited too!” 

   
• Dialogues must: 

 
o be three pages in length 

o be double-spaced 

o be formatted in Times New Roman 12-point font 

o include relatively equal representation from each of the two characters and yourself.  

You will be graded for thoroughness and attention to detail, adherence to the assignment requirements, effort, and overall 
originality and creativity of the finished product. 
 
Dialogues will be graded for a double essay grade and will be due on Tuesday, 5 September 2017.  Please 
be aware that there will be other assessments throughout the year related to the summer reading, so be 
sure that you have actually read the books.  #sparknoteswillnotsaveyou 
 


