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AP ENGLISH LITERATURE AND COMPOSITION 

Summer Assignment 2017 

 

First, welcome to AP Literature and Composition, a challenging, rewarding study of how to read, write and think with the 

depth and pace of a scholar. The following summer assignment will count for approximately 10% of your first marking 

period grade. Please obtain your own copies of both works; if securing a personal copy of the text is a problem, you may use 

post-it notes that can be removed.    

 

1. Read The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini. As you read, annotate the text. To help understand the concept, I have included 

Mortimer Adler’s essay “How to Mark a Book” and Billy Collins’ poem “Marginalia.” Reading these short works will 

provide balanced rationale for how and why good readers/writers/thinkers put their own words on, around or between the 

words of others. A simple rule of thumb when annotating: punctuation marks and your own words should both be used to 

note short-term (e.g., tone, syntax, diction) and long-term (static/dynamic characters, motifs, plot structure) elements. Make 

an effort to do both during your reading. 

 

2. Select an AP-worthy work of imaginative fiction (in the AP College Board’s own words) and read it because you want 

to—you have heard it was worthwhile reading/a page turner/unforgettable, you have read (and liked) other work(s) by the 

author, you were hooked by its title, the cover baited you, the work deals with a content/conflict/setting  that interests you, 

the work is “new,” etc. The caveat: you must choose a novel/play that you have not been assigned in school and that we 

will not read in class this year. Before purchasing the work you plan to read, you must email me your choice for approval.  

Failure to do so will result in a failing grade for this part of the assignment. My email can be found below and on the 

school website. I will okay your choices on a first come, first served basis; no two students will read the same work.  

 

3. Bring both The Kite Runner and your selected work to our class on the first day of school. We will incorporate them 

immediately into our preparation for the AP exam.  

 

All annotations are to be done without any collaboration with other students (current or former) or other resources (this 

includes, but is not limited to, the internet and family members). Any student who plagiarizes or collaborates with anyone 

else will be in violation of the honor policy outlined in the student handbook.  A zero will be given for the assignment and an 

honor policy violation will be put into process. If you have yet to hold yourself fully accountable as a student, the time is do 

so is now. 

 

Although I will not physically be at Lenape Valley after June 30, you should e-mail me at ckisatsky@lvhs.org if you have 

any questions or concerns with this assignment.  Have a wonderful summer. I look forward to working with you this coming 

year. 

 

Best, 

 

Mr. Kisatsky 

 

 

mailto:ckisatsky@lvhs.org


How to Mark a Book 

Mortimer J. Adler, Ph.D. 
From The Saturday Review of Literature, July 6, 1941 

 

You know you have to read "between the lines" to get the most out of anything. I want to 

persuade you to do something equally important in the course of your reading. I want to persuade 

you to write between the lines. Unless you do, you are not likely to do the most efficient kind of 

reading 

I contend, quite bluntly, that marking up a book is not an act of mutilation but of love. You 

shouldn't mark up a book which isn't yours. 

Librarians (or your friends) who lend you books expect you to keep them clean, and you 

should. If you decide that I am right about the usefulness of marking books, you will have to buy 

them. Most of the world's great books are available today, in reprint editions. 

There are two ways in which one can own a book. The first is the property right you 

establish by paying for it, just as you pay for clothes and furniture. But this act of purchase is only 

the prelude to possession. Full ownership comes only when you have made it a part of yourself, 

and the best way to make yourself a part of it is by writing in it. An illustration may make the point 

clear. You buy a beefsteak and transfer it from the butcher's icebox to your own. But you do not 

own the beefsteak in the most important sense until you consume it and get it into your 

bloodstream. I am arguing that books, too, must be absorbed in your blood stream to do you any 

good. 

Confusion about what it means to "own" a book leads people to a false reverence for paper, 

binding, and type -- a respect for the physical thing -- the craft of the printer rather than the genius 

of the author. They forget that it is possible for a man to acquire the idea, to possess the beauty, 

which a great book contains, without staking his claim by pasting his bookplate inside the cover. 

Having a fine library doesn't prove that its owner has a mind enriched by books; it proves nothing 

more than that he, his father, or his wife, was rich enough to buy them. 

There are three kinds of book owners. The first has all the standard sets and best sellers -- 

unread, untouched. (This deluded individual owns woodpulp and ink, not books.) The second has 

a great many books -- a few of them read through, most of them dipped into, but all of them as 

clean and shiny as the day they were bought. (This person would probably like to make books his 

own, but is restrained by a false respect for their physical appearance.) The third has a few books 

or many -- every one of them dog-eared and dilapidated, shaken and loosened by continual use, 

marked and scribbled in from front to back. (This man owns books.) 

Is it false respect, you may ask, to preserve intact and unblemished a beautifully printed 

book, an elegantly bound edition? Of course not. I'd no more scribble all over a first edition of 

'Paradise Lost' than I'd give my baby a set of crayons and an original Rembrandt. I wouldn't mark 

up a painting or a statue. Its soul, so to speak, is inseparable from its body. And the beauty of a 

rare edition or of a richly manufactured volume is like that of a painting or a statue. 

But the soul of a book "can" be separate from its body. A book is more like the score of a 

piece of music than it is like a painting. No great musician confuses a symphony with the printed 

sheets of music. Arturo Toscanini reveres Brahms, but Toscanini's score of the G minor Symphony 

is so thoroughly marked up that no one but the maestro himself can read it. The reason why a great 

conductor makes notations on his musical scores -- marks them up again and again each time he 

returns to study them--is the reason why you should mark your books. If your respect for 

magnificent binding or typography gets in the way, buy yourself a cheap edition and pay your 

respects to the author. 

Why is marking up a book indispensable to reading? First, it keeps you awake. (And I don't 

mean merely conscious; I mean awake.) In the second place; reading, if it is active, is thinking, 

and thinking tends to express itself in words, spoken or written. The marked book is usually the 



thought-through book. Finally, writing helps you remember the thoughts you had, or the thoughts 

the author expressed. Let me develop these three points. 

If reading is to accomplish anything more than passing time, it must be active. You can't 

let your eyes glide across the lines of a book and come up with an understanding of what you have 

read. Now an ordinary piece of light fiction, like, say, "Gone With the Wind," doesn't require the 

most active kind of reading. The books you read for pleasure can be read in a state of relaxation, 

and nothing is lost. But a great book, rich in ideas and beauty, a book that raises and tries to answer 

great fundamental questions, demands the most active reading of which you are capable. You don't 

absorb the ideas of John Dewey the way you absorb the crooning of Mr. Vallee. You have to reach 

for them. That you cannot do while you're asleep. 

If, when you've finished reading a book, the pages are filled with your notes, you know 

that you read actively. The most famous "active" reader of great books I know is President 

Hutchins, of the University of Chicago. He also has the hardest schedule of business activities of 

any man I know. He invariably reads with a pencil, and sometimes, when he picks up a book and 

pencil in the evening, he finds himself, instead of making intelligent notes, drawing what he calls 

'caviar factories' on the margins. When that happens, he puts the book down. He knows he's too 

tired to read, and he's just wasting time. 

But, you may ask, why is writing necessary? Well, the physical act of writing, with your 

own hand, brings words and sentences more sharply before your mind and preserves them better 

in your memory. To set down your reaction to important words and sentences you have read, and 

the questions they have raised in your mind, is to preserve those reactions and sharpen those 

questions. 

Even if you wrote on a scratch pad, and threw the paper away when you had finished 

writing, your grasp of the book would be surer. But you don't have to throw the paper away. The 

margins (top as bottom, and well as side), the end-papers, the very space between the lines, are all 

available. They aren't sacred. And, best of all, your marks and notes become an integral part of the 

book and stay there forever. You can pick up the book the following week or year, and there are 

all your points of agreement, disagreement, doubt, and inquiry. It's like resuming an interrupted 

conversation with the advantage of being able to pick up where you left off. 

And that is exactly what reading a book should be: a conversation between you and the 

author. Presumably he knows more about the subject than you do; naturally, you'll have the proper 

humility as you approach him. But don't let anybody tell you that a reader is supposed to be solely 

on the receiving end. Understanding is a two-way operation; learning doesn't consist in being an 

empty receptacle. The learner has to question himself and question the teacher. He even has to 

argue with the teacher, once he understands what the teacher is saying. And marking a book is 

literally an expression of differences, or agreements of opinion, with the author. 

There are all kinds of devices for marking a book intelligently and fruitfully. Here's the way I 

do it: 

 Underlining (or highlighting): of major points, of important or forceful statements. 

 Vertical lines at the margin: to emphasize a statement already underlined. 

 Star, asterisk, or other doo-dad at the margin: to be used sparingly, to emphasize the 

ten or twenty most important statements in the book. (You may want to fold the bottom 

comer of each page on which you use such marks. It won't hurt the sturdy paper on which 

most modern books are printed, and you will be able take the book off the shelf at any 

time and, by opening it at the folded-corner page, refresh your recollection of the book.) 

 Numbers in the margin: to indicate the sequence of points the author makes in 

developing a single argument. 

 Numbers of other pages in the margin: to indicate where else in the book the author 

made points relevant to the point marked; to tie up the ideas in a book, which, though 

they may be separated by many pages, belong together. 

 Circling or highlighting of key words or phrases. 



 Writing in the margin, or at the top or bottom of the page, for the sake of: recording 

questions (and perhaps answers) which a passage raised in your mind; reducing a 

complicated discussion to a simple statement; recording the sequence of major points 

right through the books. I use the end-papers at the back of the book to make a personal 

index of the author's points in the order of their appearance. 

 

The front end-papers are to me the most important. Some people reserve them for a fancy 

bookplate. I reserve them for fancy thinking. After I have finished reading the book and making 

my personal index on the back end-papers, I turn to the front and try to outline the book, not page 

by page or point by point (I've already done that at the back), but as an integrated structure, with a 

basic unity and an order of parts. This outline is, to me, the measure of my understanding of the 

work. 

If you're a die-hard anti-book-marker, you may object that the margins, the space between the 

lines, and the end-papers don't give you room enough. All right. How about using a scratch pad 

slightly smaller than the page-size of the book -- so that the edges of the sheets won't protrude? 

Make your index, outlines and even your notes on the pad, and then insert these sheets permanently 

inside the front and back covers of the book. 

Or, you may say that this business of marking books is going to slow up your reading. It 

probably will. That's one of the reasons for doing it. Most of us have been taken in by the notion 

that speed of reading is a measure of our intelligence. There is no such thing as the right speed for 

intelligent reading. Some things should be read quickly and effortlessly and some should be read 

slowly and even laboriously. The sign of intelligence in reading is the ability to read different 

things differently according to their worth. In the case of good books, the point is not to see how 

many of them you can get through, but rather how many can get through you -- how many you can 

make your own. A few friends are better than a thousand acquaintances. If this be your aim, as it 

should be, you will not be impatient if it takes more time and effort to read a great book than it 

does a newspaper. 

You may have one final objection to marking books. You can't lend them to your friends 

because nobody else can read them without being distracted by your notes. Furthermore, you won't 

want to lend them because a marked copy is kind of an intellectual diary, and lending it is almost 

like giving your mind away. 

If your friend wishes to read your Plutarch's Lives, Shakespeare, or The Federalist Papers, tell 

him gently but firmly, to buy a copy. You will lend him your car or your coat -- but your books 

are as much a part of you as your head or your heart. 
 



Marginalia - Billy Collins 

Sometimes the notes are ferocious, 

skirmishes against the author 

raging along the borders of every page 

in tiny black script. 

If I could just get my hands on you, 

Kierkegaard, or Conor Cruise O'Brien, 

they seem to say, 

I would bolt the door and beat some logic into your head. 

Other comments are more offhand, dismissive -- 

"Nonsense." "Please!" "HA!!" --  

that kind of thing. 

I remember once looking up from my reading, 

my thumb as a bookmark, 

trying to imagine what the person must look like 

why wrote "Don't be a ninny" 

alongside a paragraph in The Life of Emily Dickinson. 

Students are more modest 

needing to leave only their splayed footprints 

along the shore of the page. 

One scrawls "Metaphor" next to a stanza of Eliot's. 

Another notes the presence of "Irony" 

fifty times outside the paragraphs of A Modest Proposal. 

Or they are fans who cheer from the empty bleachers, 

hands cupped around their mouths. 

"Absolutely," they shout 

to Duns Scotus and James Baldwin. 

"Yes." "Bull's-eye." "My man!" 

Check marks, asterisks, and exclamation points 

rain down along the sidelines. 

And if you have managed to graduate from college 

without ever having written "Man vs. Nature" 

in a margin, perhaps now 

is the time to take one step forward. 

We have all seized the white perimeter as our own 

and reached for a pen if only to show 

we did not just laze in an armchair turning pages; 

we pressed a thought into the wayside, 

planted an impression along the verge. 



Even Irish monks in their cold scriptoria 

jotted along the borders of the Gospels 

brief asides about the pains of copying, 

a bird signing near their window, 

or the sunlight that illuminated their page-- 

anonymous men catching a ride into the future 

on a vessel more lasting than themselves. 

And you have not read Joshua Reynolds, 

they say, until you have read him 

enwreathed with Blake's furious scribbling. 

Yet the one I think of most often, 

the one that dangles from me like a locket, 

was written in the copy of Catcher in the Rye 

I borrowed from the local library 

one slow, hot summer. 

I was just beginning high school then, 

reading books on a davenport in my parents' living room, 

and I cannot tell you 

how vastly my loneliness was deepened, 

how poignant and amplified the world before me seemed, 

when I found on one page 

A few greasy looking smears 

and next to them, written in soft pencil-- 

by a beautiful girl, I could tell, 

whom I would never meet-- 

"Pardon the egg salad stains, but I'm in love." 

Billy Collins 

 


