
Summer Reading Instructions for College Prep English 12 

 

Rising seniors must read and annotate TWO texts from the Shorter Book List OR read and 

annotate ONE text from the Long Book List. I explain what I mean by “annotate” after the book 

lists as well as give the minimum amounts required for this component. (Summaries are taken 

from Amazon.com or Wikipedia.org to give you a sense of what each book is about.) 

 

I’ve also indicated each text’s level of adult language and content, including violence and/or 

sexuality: “mature” texts are not suitable for all senior readers. Each student and his/her parents 

should make a collective decision about whether a particular text is compatible with their values.  

 

I expect students to forego any summaries, internet guides, etc., in preparing these readings and 

annotations. True joy in reading comes only from time spent with a text in solitude; likewise, 

good annotations are tracks born of the active mind roving back and forth across the pages. 

When an older lady confessed to William Faulkner that she had read his novel The Sound and 

the Fury two or three times and didn’t understand it, he said, “Read it four times.” No novel on 

these lists is as difficult as Faulkner’s, so if you’re having trouble understanding, my advice is, 

first, to read the passage/chapter several times, and, next, to talk it over with another student who 

is reading the book, or with an adult who has previously read it. Both strategies are more 

beneficial, human processes than heading to the digital world for simplifications.  

 

Long Book List – Pick ONE from this list, or TWO from the Shorter Book list.  

 

1. Dickens, Charles. Bleak House (1853). Appropriate for all. As the interminable case of 

'Jarndyce and Jarndyce' grinds its way through the Court of Chancery, it draws together a 

disparate group of people: Ada and Richard Clare, whose inheritance is gradually being 

devoured by legal costs; Esther Summerson, a ward of court, whose parentage is a source 

of deepening mystery; the menacing lawyer Tulkinghorn; the determined sleuth Inspector 

Bucket; and even Jo, the destitute little crossing-sweeper. A savage, but often comic, 

indictment of a society that is rotten to the core, Bleak House is one of Dickens's most 

ambitious novels, with a range that extends from the drawing rooms of the aristocracy to 

the poorest of London slums.  

 

2. Fielding, Henry. The History of Tom Jones, A Foundling (1749). Appropriate for all. A 

foundling of mysterious parentage brought up by Mr. Allworthy on his country estate, 

Tom Jones is deeply in love with the seemingly unattainable Sophia Western, the 

beautiful daughter of the neighboring squire—though he sometimes succumbs to the 

charms of the local girls. When Tom is banished to make his own fortune and Sophia 

follows him to London to escape an arranged marriage, the adventure begins. A vivid 

Hogarthian panorama of eighteenth-century life, spiced with danger and intrigue, bawdy 

exuberance and good-natured authorial interjections, Tom Jones is one of the greatest and 

most ambitious comic novels in English literature. 

 

3. Thackeray, William Makepeace. Vanity Fair (1848). Appropriate for all. No one is better 

equipped in the struggle for wealth and worldly success than the alluring and ruthless 

Becky Sharp, who defies her impoverished background to clamber up the class ladder. 



Her sentimental companion Amelia, however, longs only for caddish soldier George. As 

the two heroines make their way through the tawdry glamour of Regency society, 

battles—military and domestic—are fought, fortunes made and lost. The one steadfast 

and honourable figure in this corrupt world is Dobbin with his devotion to Amelia, 

bringing pathos and depth to Thackeray's gloriously satirical epic of love and social 

adventure.  

 

Shorter Book List – Pick TWO from this list, or ONE from the Long Book list.   

 

1. Austen, Jane. Emma (1815). Appropriate for all. Beautiful, clever, rich—and single—

Emma Woodhouse is perfectly content with her life and sees no need for either love or 

marriage. Nothing, however, delights her more than interfering in the romantic lives of 

others. But when she ignores the warnings of her good friend Mr. Knightley and attempts 

to arrange a suitable match for her protégé Harriet Smith, her carefully laid plans soon 

unravel and have consequences that she never expected. With its imperfect but charming 

heroine and its witty and subtle exploration of relationships, Emma is often seen as Jane 

Austen's most flawless work. 

 

2. Bronte, Emily. Wuthering Heights (1847). Appropriate for all. Lockwood, the new tenant 

of Thrushcross Grange, situated on the bleak Yorkshire moors, is forced to seek shelter 

one night at Wuthering Heights, the home of his landlord. There he discovers the history 

of the tempestuous events that took place years before; of the intense relationship 

between the gypsy foundling Heathcliff and Catherine Earnshaw; and how Catherine, 

forced to choose between passionate, tortured Heathcliff and gentle, well-bred Edgar 

Linton, surrendered to the expectations of her class. As Heathcliff's bitterness and 

vengeance at his betrayal is visited upon the next generation, their innocent heirs must 

struggle to escape the legacy of the past. 

 

3. Collins, Wilkie. The Moonstone (1868). Appropriate for all. The Moonstone, a yellow 

diamond looted from an Indian temple and believed to bring bad luck to its owner, is 

bequeathed to Rachel Verinder on her eighteenth birthday. That very night the priceless 

stone is stolen again and when Sergeant Cuff is brought in to investigate the crime, he 

soon realizes that no one in Rachel’s household is above suspicion. Hailed by T. S. Eliot 

as "the first […] and the best of modern English detective novels," The Moonstone is a 

marvellously taut and intricate tale of mystery, in which facts and memory can prove 

treacherous and not everyone is as they first appear. 

 

4. Defoe, Daniel. Robinson Crusoe (1719). Appropriate for all. The sole survivor of a 

shipwreck, Robinson Crusoe is washed up on a desert island. In his journal he chronicles 

his daily battle to stay alive, as he conquers isolation, fashions shelter and clothes, enlists 

the help of a native islander who he names 'Friday', and fights off cannibals and 

mutineers. Written in an age of exploration and enterprise, it has been variously 

interpreted as an embodiment of British imperialist values, as a portrayal of 'natural man', 

or as a moral fable. But above all is a brilliant narrative, depicting Crusoe's 

transformation from terrified survivor to self-sufficient master of an island. 



5. Greenblatt, Stephen. Will in the World: How Shakespeare Became Shakespeare (2004). 

Appropriate for most, but not all. A young man from a small provincial town moves to 

London in the late 1580s and, in a remarkably short time, becomes the greatest 

playwright not of his age alone but of all time. How is an achievement of this magnitude 

to be explained? How did Shakespeare become Shakespeare? Stephen Greenblatt brings 

us down to earth to see, hear, and feel how an acutely sensitive and talented boy, 

surrounded by the rich tapestry of Elizabethan life, could have become the world's 

greatest playwright. 

 

6. Hardy, Thomas. The Mayor of Casterbridge (1886). Appropriate for all. In a fit of 

drunken anger, Michael Henchard sells his wife and baby daughter for five guineas at a 

country fair. Over the course of the following years, he manages to establish himself as a 

respected and prosperous pillar of the community of Casterbridge, but behind his success 

there always lurk the shameful secret of his past and a personality prone to self-

destructive pride and temper. Subtitled "A Story of a Man of Character," Hardy's 

powerful and sympathetic study of the heroic but deeply flawed Henchard is also an 

intensely dramatic work, tragically played out against the vivid backdrop of a close-knit 

Dorsetshire town. 

 

7. Huxley, Aldous. Brave New World (1932). Appropriate for most, but not all. Brave New 

World is a novel of ideas which takes place in a densely imagined dystopian state. Set 

in London in the year AD 2540 (632 A.F.—"After Ford"—in the book), the novel 

anticipates developments in reproductive technology , sleep-learning, psychological 

manipulation, and classical conditioning that combine profoundly to change society. 

Aesthetically superior to 1984 and less explicit than Atwood’s Oryx and Crake.  

 

8. Mcdonald, Helen. H is for Hawk (2014). Appropriate for most, but not all. Helen 

Macdonald's story of adopting and raising one of nature's most vicious predators has 

soared into the hearts of millions of readers worldwide. Fierce and feral, her goshawk 

Mabel's temperament mirrors Helen's own state of grief after her father's death, and 

together raptor and human "discover the pain and beauty of being alive" (People). H Is 

for Hawk is a genre-defying debut—part memoir, part literary criticism, part nature 

writing—from one of our most transcendent voices.  

 

9. McEwan, Ian. Atonement (2001). Mature. On a hot summer day in 1935, thirteen-year-

old Briony Tallis witnesses a moment’s flirtation between her older sister, Cecilia, and 

Robbie Turner, the son of a servant and Cecilia’s childhood friend. But Briony’s 

incomplete grasp of adult motives–together with her precocious literary gifts–brings 

about a crime that will change all their lives. As it follows that crime’s repercussions 

through the chaos and carnage of World War II and into the close of the twentieth 

century, Atonement engages the reader on every conceivable level, with an ease and 

authority that mark it as a genuine masterpiece. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/London
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Ford#Model_T
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sleep-learning
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychological_manipulation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychological_manipulation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Classical_conditioning


10. Smith, Zadie. On Beauty (2005). Mature. On Beauty centers on the story of two families 

and their different, yet increasingly intertwined, lives. The Belsey family consists of 

university professor Howard, a white Englishman, his African-American wife Kiki, and 

their children Jerome, Zora and Levi, living in the fictional university town of 

Wellington, outside Boston. Howard's professional nemesis is Monty Kipps, 

a Trinidadian living in Britain with his wife Carlene and children Victoria and Michael. 

The Belsey family has always defined itself as liberal and atheist, and Howard in 

particular is furious when his son Jerome, a newly born-again Christian, goes to work as 

an intern with the ultra-conservative Christian Kipps family over his summer holidays. 

After a failed affair with Victoria Kipps, Jerome returns home. However, the families are 

brought into proximity again nine months later when the Kippses move to Wellington, 

and Monty begins work at the university. 

 

A Brief Guide to Annotation 

 

To annotate means to make notes on, to mark up, to comment on, or to explain. 

 

Focus on four kinds of annotation in the summer reading: 

 

1. Define or gloss any unfamiliar vocabulary or references. You should read with a 

dictionary or comparable app. Underline any unfamiliar word or reference, look it up, and 

write its definition or gloss in the margin. (Do not reproduce any footnotes your edition 

may include. These could be at the bottom of the page or at the back of the book.) 

2. Note character traits, changes, or connections. Particularly helpful for implicit 

characterization. A book might not tell you that a protagonist has bad judgment, or that 

she’s histrionic, but dialogue or description of behavior could reveal it. You could also 

notice that a major and minor character are connected through bad relationships with a 

mother, an interest in the arts, etc. Are specific ideas linked to characters in the book? 

3. Note repeated and important topics, words, or ideas. These can be in dialogue, in the 

narrator’s prose, in chapter titles, or in the plot episodes of the book. But what makes it 

all hang together? On which concepts is the author focusing? If the book were an 

argument, what would its theses be? Locate where you see these theses.  

4. Note connections between events/plot episodes. Sometimes the author may explicitly 

relate episodes in the book to one another; often, however, these ties will remain 

unexpressed. Does the protagonist have three relationships with women? If so, how does 

each differ? How does each build on the last? Does the book deal with family conflict? If 

so, how does the sister function uniquely in different conflicts? Are some plots resolved 

while others are left open-ended? Do two scenes take place on a beach?  

 

How often should you mark the summer reading text(s)? First, imagine a book lying open on the 

table. Two pages should be visible: the back of a left page, the front of a right page. Allowing the 

gutter (the line the spine makes) to act as a vertical axis, visualize a horizontal line bisecting the 

book at the middle: an x axis. The open book—as does a Cartesian graph in mathematics—now 

has four quadrants.  

 



Minimally, your book(s) should include at least one annotation in at least two quadrants of every 

open-page opportunity. A half-page or shorter of text (at the beginning or end of a chapter, say; 

or at the start and close of the book itself) must include either an annotation on the text that 

appears, or a note in the blank space about that chapter/episode. You do not have to annotate 

acknowledgments, introductions, afterwards, etc.: only the ‘true text’ of the book(s). Though 

these descriptions roughly average to a minimum of an annotation per page, you see that I’m 

grading you with a more complex system which allows for greater engagement and freedom.  

 

Don’t be overly meticulous about your process. Remember that annotations are an evolving 

back-and-forth conversation with local areas of the book, a process akin to erecting scaffolding 

or digging out an archaeological site in reverse. I would annotate what I see in a first chapter, do 

the same in a second, then I would go back through and see which pages lack the required 

minimum of comments. Can you think of a connection between any space in chapter 1 and what 

has happened in chapter 2? If not, don’t panic—move on to chapter 3 and annotate it naturally, 

considering past “holes” as you move forward. (You can discover things backwards as well as 

forwards in the book.) Eventually, as you continue, a connection or insight will emerge. These 

connections happen not because the book is magic but because it has been designed. Complex 

structure and magic are siblings in that respect. When you finish the book, go back – now with 

full knowledge – and insert applicable comments on the pages still requiring annotation.  

 

What you’re doing is allowing your mind to make a home in the text, to dwell on some of the 

systems of connection and insight that it allows. The criss-crossing twigs of insight, brought 

from here and there, then and now, form a nest of handwriting, and represent a home for thought. 

Annotation is a form of literary reasoning, a skill of reading actively that we will master this 

year. If it feels uncomfortable at first, or takes you a longer time than you think it should, that’s 

alright. Trust the process: be as good at it as you are right now. Seek to be much better at it, more 

naturally an annotator, by the end of the book(s).  

 

Annotations do not have to be in complete sentences, but make sure they are understandable to 

someone other than yourself … and that they are insightful, representing engagement rather than 

redundancy. Typed annotations are not allowed: every student must handwrite unique 

annotations in the books themselves.  

 

This slow reading, thinking, and annotating is your summer reading evaluation. I will not test on 

the book(s) when you return to school, but I will expect you’ve gained experience with this skill. 

I’ll take up your book(s) on the first half-day we meet classes, and I’ll consider your annotations 

closely before awarding a mark. If you’ve followed the directions and gone about the process 

honestly and organically, your mark should be high. Make your annotations clear and legible, 

knowing I’ll be reading them. (We will also use your annotations to develop early writing 

assignments in the course, so it’s important that they aren’t done sloppily or artificially.)  

 

I have provided some sample pages of annotations from the novels I taught last year. Remember 

that some were made as I read the chapter, others inserted as I got to a later place, thought “hm, 

that relates back to…,” and returned to fill in a thought/connection. (See next two pages.) 

 






