
          7 June 2020 

 

Dear Future Students,  

 

My apologies for getting this to you a week later than I usually do, but recent events have made 

me rethink the summer reading assignments and I wanted to think it through before I sent it out. 

 

I wish I were holed up in my classroom signing yearbooks or sending this from school and 

printing copies to place next to Ms. Didier’s desk in E-117. But here we are, still in the midst of 

a pandemic and now also in the aftermath of a sequence of horrifying killings, most notably of 

George Floyd, in which black men and women died at the hands of white police officers or 

vigilantes.  

 

It’s an extraordinarily challenging time, and one without real precedent. I wish that you were 

entering your senior year at a time of peace and certainty. But we do not get to choose the 

historical era into which we were born.  

 

So here we are at a crucial moment, and I thought it would be important and meaningful for us to 

begin writing and thinking deliberately about race and racism now. As James Baldwin said, “Not 

everything that is faced can be changed. But nothing can be changed until it is faced.” To that 

end, I’d ask you to start your summer work here: 

 

Part One: On Race and Racism in America 

 

A.  Foundation  

First, read “Stranger in the Village” (1953) by James Baldwin and explore the following 

questions. This should be a substantial piece of writing, somewhere in the neighborhood of 1500 

words in total. I’d suggest 300 words for the first question and roughly 600 words for questions 

two and three.  

 

1. From this vantage point in the Swiss alps, what can Baldwin see? 

2. Notice all the instances in which Baldwin uses “But” to begin a sentence. List several 

examples and write about the function of this rhetorical move. 

3. In the next-to-last paragraph Baldwin writes, “People who shut their eyes to reality 

simply invite their own destruction, and anyone who insists on remaining in a state of 

innocence long after that innocence is dead turns himself into a monster.” What do we 

need to do to keep our eyes open?  

 

B. Inheritance  

Then read “Black Body” (2014) by Teju Cole and write about how Cole is in dialogue with 

Baldwin and with “Stranger in the Village.” Where do their experiences and visions of race and 

racism overlap? Where does Cole diverge from Baldwin?  

 

This should be thorough and thoughtful and include passages from Cole (and maybe from 

Baldwin as well) for support. I’d suggest 1500 words here, including a substantial exploration of 

Cole’s final question. 

https://www.janvaneyck.nl/site/assets/files/2312/baldwin.pdf
https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/black-body-re-reading-james-baldwins-stranger-village


C. An Invitation to be Unsure 

Finally, read these three essays:  

 

“The Condition of Black Life Is One of Mourning” (2015) by Claudia Rankine 

 

"White Debt" (2015) by Eula Biss 

 

“The Slur I Never Expected to Hear in 2020” (2020) by Cathy Park Hong  

 

Your task here is to explore how these three essays help you think about race and racism in 

America in 2020. Think of this as part of an ongoing conversation about race and racism—and 

about Blindness and Vision (which is the title of the course). As you can see from my title for 

this part, this is an invitation to be unsure. You should certainly write about the ideas and 

passages you find most meaningful, but I’m less interested in you offering answers. Try to have 

these questions in mind as you are doing this work: What moments make you uncomfortable? 

Self-reflective? What passages affirm or make you question your beliefs and actions? How do 

these readings help you think about your own racial identity and racial consciousness?  

 

Also, significantly, you’ll want to include multiple other sources of your choosing. This might 

include films, images, videos, speeches, poems, posts. I might start here with this New York 

Times “Pandemic Within a Pandemic: Coronavirus and Police Brutality Roil Black 

Communities.”  Or “Enough,” an essay in words and images by Doug Glanville. Or this speech 

from Killer Mike, or the evolution of Drew Brees’s tweets. It could be something from The New 

York Review of Books or a skit on Saturday Night Live. Maybe you watched Get Out again or 

discovered the poems of Eve Ewing. Maybe it was this episode of the 1619 podcast.  

 

There are an abundance of amazing materials out there. I’ve listed some here to give you a sense 

of what might be helpful, but you are not at all bound to these (beyond the essays by Rankine, 

Biss, and Hong). The goal is to use whatever materials spark your thinking. Zadie Smith writes, 

“My mental split is between the good and the bad, not the high and the low.” She explains 

that what she is “looking for in art: feels. Intellectual, emotional, philosophical, religious, 

existential feels. But the feels have to possess a certain amount of vertical depth. It's like 

lowering a stone down into the well of yourself, and the further it goes the deeper it 

resounds.” So whatever sources resound in you and help you think, feel, question, and 

understand are the ones to write about here. Beyoncé may be more useful to you than re-

reading Beloved, and there’s no shame in that.  

 

Think of the final product here as a synthesis piece in which you draw from many sources, some 

of which I have determined and some of which you will determine. The goal is to believe, doubt, 

and reflect on your thoughts and experiences regarding this moment in American history. Do 

your best to avoid summary; make sure you are exploring questions and ideas with multiple 

sources for support. The best way to organize this is by idea or question—not by text. This 

should be a full, significant piece of writing—2500 words, for sure.  

 

 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/22/magazine/the-condition-of-black-life-is-one-of-mourning.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/06/magazine/white-debt.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/12/magazine/asian-american-discrimination-coronavirus.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/07/us/politics/blacks-coronavirus-police-brutality.html?referringSource=articleShare
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/07/us/politics/blacks-coronavirus-police-brutality.html?referringSource=articleShare
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eRWF_53KPRI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=14&v=sG0yrng0eY4&feature=emb_title
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/06/podcasts/1619-black-american-music-appropriation.html


Part Two: The 19th Century Novel 
Read and write about one of the following novels.  

 

(1) Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë (Norton Critical, Fourth Edition) 

 
(2) Crime and Punishment, Fyodor Dostoevsky (Vintage Editions, trans. Pevear and Volokhonsky) 

 

As you are reading, please annotate well—we will work in small groups in August and you will have 

multiple assessments.  

 

This summer, see if you can practice this: 

 

“All there is to thinking is seeing something noticeable which makes you see something you weren’t 

noticing which makes you see something that isn’t even visible.” 

 

That comes from Norman Maclean’s graceful novella A River Runs Through It, and offers you a great 

deal of wisdom in a single sentence. Thinking usually starts with noticing—with the simple act of looking 

carefully at what is there. We are often impatient—we want to draw conclusions right away. Maclean 

reminds us that thinking is usually a process, and that if we start slowly and humbly, we just might 

discover a great deal.  

 

Our reading often fits into two major kinds of noticing. First, there is the clear and powerful moment, the 

one we usually recognize immediately as significant. A second kind of noticing is the passage that 

initially confuses us—the one that usually reveals itself only after some additional thought. When we get 

confused with a work of literature, most of us get angry—and we cast blame, usually at the author or the 

teacher who assigned the work. Or we feel stupid and blame ourselves—and then redirect that anger at the 

teacher or the author. It can become a kind of vicious cycle, none of which is ultimately useful. So the 

real questions are:  

 

How can your confusion be useful to you? 

When you’re stuck, how do you get unstuck? 

 

By re-reading. By reading out loud. By slowing down. By writing through our confusion. By coming 

back to the work later. By engaging your peers in conversation. By asking your teachers for help. And 

especially by trusting that great writers have something to offer you.  

 

Here are the two parts of the summer reading assignment for the 19th Century novel: 

 

A. Formal Writing  

 

You want to have at your fingertips many of the key passages in the novel—let’s call these Aces.  

When you have finished the novel, select ten aces; these should be moments and passages that almost all 

readers would agree are essential—the novel’s backbone. Once you have your ten, please: 

 

(a) Identify each with a phrase or sentence of your prose (think of this as a headline) and include 

(and cite) one key passage for support. 

 

(b) Select three of the ten that you believe are most important. You can bold, highlight, or star 

these three.   

 

(c) Then choose one of these three and write a short, focused, formal analysis of it. 



 

This formal analysis should be a multiple-paragraph essay with this structure: 

 

• The first paragraph should name the novel and the author, briefly contextualize the passage, and 

explain, concisely, its function or purpose at this moment in the novel. It should end with a bold, 

clear, precise claim. 
 

• You should then move on to do some close reading. This will likely be one or two paragraphs.  

What are the key words and phrases here? How does the author build meaning through particular 

choices?  
 

• Finally, and most importantly, you want to argue how this passage is significant to the work as a 

whole. This will likely be one or two paragraphs as well. 
 

This should be polished and tight; make it sing.  

 

Maximum Length: 800 words  

 

Please include a word count at the end of the document. This word count is only for the piece of formal 

analysis and should not include any of the quotes or headlines.  

 

B. Generative Writing 

 

Your work with the Aces asks you to identify passages that most readers would find almost immediately 

revealing. But just as significant, perhaps even more so, is your work with those passages—let’s call these 

Wildcards—that you find, at least initially, puzzling. Whereas the writing task for the Aces was to create 

a finished and formal product, this writing assignment asks you to work from the other end of the 

continuum and honor the process. Here, you are encouraged to ask questions, offer and consider multiple 

interpretations, and generate ideas as you go. Explore the possibilities. You might discover something 

significant—and you might be left with more questions. What’s most important here is your ability to 

show your thinking on the page.  

 

When you have finished the novel, select five Wildcards. These should be moments and passages that 

confound you, that merit exploration—that a casual reader would not be likely to see as significant. Once 

you have your selections—and, again, please list them in the order in which they appear in the text—do 

the following: 

 

(a) Identify each with a phrase or sentence of your prose (again, think of this as a newspaper 

headline) and include one key passage for support. Make sure to cite it, too.  

 
(b) Select one that you find particularly dense, rich, puzzling, or intriguing.  

 

(c) Write about this with a spirit of inquiry.  

 

This need not be formal—please don’t think of this as an essay; see it as an exploration in which you 

think through a passage on the page. Feel free to use the first person. Although these are not essays, the 

writing should be organized, proofread, and edited.  

 

 

 



Here are some prompts that might help guide your inquiry: 

 

• Describe the experience of first encountering that passage.  

What about it tripped you up? Why?  

 

• How does the passage depart from what has come before—in terms of style, tone, structure? 

 

• How does the passage complicate what you had been thinking up until this point?  

 

• What possible readings or interpretations might you offer? 

 

• What other passages in the novel are like this one?  

 

• What other passages in the novel seem at odds with this one?  

 

• What questions does the passage raise? 

 

Suggested Length: 1000 words 

 

Logistics 

Your work on race and racism in America and Dostoevsky or Brontë will comprise your Summer 

Reading Notebook. This will be due on Friday, July 31st between 10:00 a.m. and 12:00 p.m. I will leave a 

clearly marked bin at the security desk. Anything I receive after noon will be late.  

 

I always consider granting extensions. If you believe you will need an extension, please submit in writing 

a thoughtful and valid reason why you would need more time.  

 

If you will be out of town on July 31st and can’t submit the work before then, you have two options: you 

may mail me the actual notebook, either the old-fashioned way, or you may do so electronically. U.S. 

Mail must be postmarked July 31st  (or earlier); electronic submissions must be time-stamped no later than 

12:00 p.m. CST, July 31.    

 

Date all entries, and do so accurately. If you do all the reading and writing in four days, then own it; if 

you space it all methodically over the next two months, so be it. It is possible to write rushed and hollow 

entries or probing and thoughtful ones at any time. Please write everything in Times New Roman, 12 

font, double-spaced. These assignments will count for approximately 10% of the first semester grade. 

 

I want to see your original thinking. Do not consult any criticism, reviews, or on-line sources of these 

works, including readers’ reviews. Some of you are in the habit of consulting Spark Notes or similar 

sources. This is academically dishonest. This does not need to be a totally solitary activity, though. You 

are encouraged to meet with one another to discuss the works; if you do, just note that in your writing.  

 

Once the school year starts, we will use this work in several ways. You will meet in small groups to 

discuss the novel you read and share pieces of your writing. You will also do multiple in-class essays.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Part Three: Poetry 

Poetry will be a significant part of the course. Most of you have limited experience in this genre, and I 

know that, so don’t panic. You are at the very beginning of an apprenticeship, and it would be wise (and 

maybe even liberating) to think of it that way. To chronicle your journey through poetry, you must keep a 

separate Poetry Notebook. This might be an actual notebook or it might be a three-ring binder—your call. 

 

You’re reading poetry mostly to get acquainted with the genre—to figure out how poets make poems and 

to begin to gain some sense of your own taste. During the course of the summer, you will write entries on 

five poems. At least three of these will be from a group of poems that I have selected; up to two may be of 

your own choosing. (I will send out the poems in the next two weeks.) Ultimately, these should be five 

poems that you find striking. You don’t necessarily have to like them all, but you’ll only want to write 

about the poems that you find compelling in some way. They may be intriguing or perplexing or troubling 

or funny or moving or beautiful. Your job is to explore the poems. Consider especially the relationship 

between the poem’s construction and meaning. For the poems of your choosing, please provide a copy of 

poem and include it (and the poet) at the beginning of your entry. I’ll send along a few sample entries 

from previous students so that you have a sense of what good work here looks like. Your Poetry 

Notebooks will be due on the first day of school in the fall. 

 

Part Four: Memorized Poem 

Finally, by the start of school, you must memorize one poem of at least fourteen lines. The poem may be 

hundreds of years old or written this year, but it must be a published work. It may not be song lyrics 

(unless those lyrics have been published in an anthology of poetry—Bob Dylan’s “Desolation Row,” for 

example). It may not be Shel Silverstein or anything else aimed at children. Choose wisely. If you are not 

sure, ask me. Choose a poem you find meaningful—beautiful or haunting or mesmerizing in some way—

and commit it to memory. Start this sooner than later. Select a poem that is meaningful to you and start 

the memorization process early enough to know the poem intimately. 

 

If you have questions about anything here, please contact me through school email. Writing teachers via 

email (and later, professors or employers) with sloppy or thoughtless errors is a bad habit. So is trying to 

impress and flatter those people. So please, just write with the essential information.  

 

I’m looking forward to a great year together. 

 

 

Enthusiastically, 

 

 

 

Mr. Berger-White  

 

 


