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H O N O R S  A M E R I C A N  L I T E R A T U R E  A N D  C O M P O S I T I O N  
S U M M E R  A S S I G N M E N T  

 
 

Welcome to your Junior year – I’m excited to work with you!  In order to hit the ground running, I need you to spend a little time this 
summer thinking about the world around you, and the ways in which authors and speakers present their own views of our rapidly 
changing American culture.  To that end, I’d like you to complete a two-part summer assignment.  First, you’ll be reading a non-fiction 
book of your choice.  I urge you to look these texts up on Amazon, read the synopses and reviews, and ultimately choose the text you 
won’t want to put down.  Next, you’ll be looking at the art of persuasion via TED talks, and composing an essay that either agrees or 
disagrees with a speaker’s position.  It is my hope that these assignments stimulate your brains and get you thinking about the important 
questions we’ll be tackling this school year.   
 
P A R T  O N E :  R E A D I N G  
 
Choose one of the following non-fiction books and compose a 3-4 page reader response essay.  The template for the essay is on the 
back of this handout. 
 

• Stiff: The Curious Lives of Human Cadavers, Mary Roach   
• The Year of Living Biblically, A.J. Jacobs   
• The Omnivore’s Dilemma: A Natural History of Four Meals, Michael Pollan   
• Outliers: The Story of Success, Malcolm Gladwell   
• Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores the Hidden Side of Everything,  Stephen J. Dubner and Steven D. Levitt   
• I am Malala: The Girl Who Stood Up for Education and Was Shot by the Taliban, Malala Yousafzai   
• Rachel and Her Children: Homeless Families in America, Jonathan Kozol   
• Savage Inequalities, Jonathan Kozol   
• Amusing Ourselves to Death, Neil Postman   

 
P A R T  T W O :  E X P L O R I N G  A R G U M E N T A T I O N  A N D  R H E T O R I C  
 

For this assignment, you will listen to a TED talk and write a short argumentative essay that defends or challenges an assertion.  
 

To successfully complete these assignments, complete the following steps:   
 

1. Visit the TED site at www.ted.com and click on “Watch,” and then click on “Ted Talks.”   
 
2. On the menu bar (all the way to the right) click on the “Sort By” pull-down menu and select “Persuasive.” 
 
3. Take some time to browse and even watch a few talks before choosing a specific talk to use for your reader-response 

essay. The chosen talk must be a minimum of 12 minutes in length. While it is important that you choose a talk that is 
of interest, it is necessary to be flexible. Dare to learn something new even if you don’t necessarily agree with what is 
being said. 

 
4. Take notes while you are watching the talk – you’ll need to hand these in the first day of class.  In your notes, be sure 

to identify the speaker’s thesis, how he or she supports that thesis, and any other methods of persuasion he or she 
employs.    

 
5. In an essay of at least three complete pages in length (double-spaced, and typed in 11 or 12-point Times New Roman 

font), defend or challenge an assertion made in the talk using applicable evidence and logical reasoning. You will need 
to find at least two outside research articles in addition to the speech itself to help support your points, making sure to 
cite properly using MLA format.  This is due at 11:59 pm, on turnitin.com, by Monday, August 12th.  You’ll need to 
join our Turnitin class:  Class ID:  21393460, Enrollment Key:  Aristotle 

 
Questions?  Comments?  Issues?  Concerns?  Queries?  Quagmires? 

 
Feel free to email me over the break at: 

andrea.caruso@grantmagnet.net 
 

Happy Reading and Pleasant Watching!  J 
 



 
Mrs. Caruso 
GHS College Prep and Digital Arts Magnet 
 

 
H O W  T O  W R I T E  A  C O L L E G E - L E V E L  R E A D E R  R E S P O N S E  E S S A Y  

(shamelessly stolen and liberally adapted from a variety of sources) 
 
 
It is important as college-bound students that you interact with texts in a meaningful way.  The Reader Response essay allows you to 
critique, praise, and connect with the work being studied.  The format is that of an essay:  usually 3 – 4 complete pages, typed, double-
spaced, in perfect MLA format.  And since this is an essay discussing how you feel about a text, it is acceptable to use personal 
pronouns (but still avoid “you”).   
 
What a Reader Response Essay IS: 
• a thorough summary of what you read 
• a forum for you to discuss your reactions to a text in an intelligent manner.         

Your reactions will be one or more of the following: 
o Agreement/disagreement with the ideas in the text. 
o Reaction to how the ideas in the text relate to your own experience. 
o Reaction to how ideas in the text relate to other things you've read. 
o Your analysis of the author and audience. 
o Your evaluation of how this text tries to convince the reader and  

whether it is effective.  
 
What a Reader Response Essay IS NOT:  
• a forum for you to write three pages about how good / bad the writer is and complain about how reading the essay was a waste of 

your time.   
 

*  Essentially, you’re taking the components of your active reading and expanding on them in essay form.  * 
 
Parts of a Reader Response 
 

The Introduction:  First of all, be sure to mention the title of the work to which you are responding, the author, and the main 
thesis of the text, using correct English for the first sentence of your paper!  Just in case you didn’t notice, these are the elements of 
a F.A.T.t. sentence.   Continue your introduction with a brief summary of the text in question.   

 
The Body Paragraphs:  For the body of your essay, address the following questions (note: some of these questions can be 
combined, and you needn’t answer ALL of them.  Go in-depth on the questions which fit your reaction to the text).   

 
a. What does the text have to do with you, personally, and with your life (past, present or future)?  It is not acceptable to write 

that the text has NOTHING to do with you, since just about everything humans can write has to do in some way with every 
other human.  
 

b. How much does the text agree or clash with your view of the world, and what you consider right and wrong? Use 
several quotes as examples of how it agrees with and supports what you think about the world, about right and wrong, and 
about what you think it is to be human.   Use quotes and examples to discuss how the text disagrees with what you think about 
the world and about right and wrong.  

 
c. How did you learn, and how much were your views and opinions challenged or changed by this text, if at all?  Did the 

text communicate with you? Why or why not?  Give examples of how your views might have changed or been strengthened 
(or perhaps, of why the text failed to convince you, the way it is). Please do not write "I agree with everything the author 
wrote," since everybody disagrees about something, even if it is a tiny point. Use quotes to illustrate your points of challenge, 
or where you were persuaded, or where it left you cold.  
 

d. How well does it address things that you, personally, care about and consider important to the world? How does it 
address things that are important to your family, your community, your ethnic group, to people of your economic or social 
class or background, or your faith tradition?  If not, who does or did the text serve? Did it pass the "Who cares?" test?  Use 
quotes to illustrate. 

 
e. To sum up, what is your overall reaction to the text? Would you read something else like this, or by this author, in the 

future?  Why or why not?  To whom would you recommend this text? 
 

 
 


