
AP English 11 AND APUSH Summer Reading Assignment – for both classes, 2018--2019  
Michelle.fleming@stratford.org; Stephen.Ohara@stratford.org 

TEXTS: Book Thief, by Markus Zusak; Devil in the White City, by Erik Larson 
 
Overview: 
The purpose of these assignments is to get you looking at more than just plot / character / typical “literary” information.  
The focus in this class is the way a piece is written – the author’s choices and the effects of those choices on readers.  
These first assignments are designed to sharpen your awareness of an author’s “voice,” both in published works and your 
own.  Every writer has a voice every time we put words on paper, whether we plan it deliberately or not.  In this class, you 
will develop your individual voice, and I look forward to hearing yours, both in this summer work and as it grows and 
develops over the coming year. 
 

IMPORTANT NOTES: 
 

 THIS IS AN INDEPENDENT ASSIGNMENT.  This means that you may not work with another student on your 
assignment.  The work must be entirely your own. 
 

 CONSULTING AN OUTSIDE SOURCE SUCH AS SPARKNOTES OR CLIFF’S NOTES IS AN HONOR CODE VIOLATION.  If we 
suspect you have used Sparknotes or any other such outside source, we will consider it a disciplinary issue and will 
turn your work over for investigation. 
 

 YOUR GRADES ON YOUR SUMMER READING WORK ARE VERY IMPORTANT.  They will have a BIG impact on your 
average for the first quarter.  Since there typically aren’t many grades earned during the first quarter, each grade 
counts more heavily.  Earning a zero or an F (even a C or a B) on this work will have serious and lingering 
consequences.  Note that average work will earn you an average grade.  Putting in minimal effort will earn you 
no higher than a C.  Although you will not earn a high grade based on effort alone (It’s about overall QUALITY), If 
you wish to earn a higher grade, your work should be insightful and thoughtfully written, which will require 
additional effort.  Take this work seriously and do your best. 
 

 
Specific Assignments 
 
I.  Book Thief 
In the “Reader’s Guide” found in the back of the book, Zusak gives an interview about the novel.  In his first answer, on 
page nine, he says, “I wrote about the importance of words in Nazi Germany.  I thought of Hitler destroying people with 
words, and now I had a girl who was stealing them back, as she read books with the young Jewish man in her basement and 
calmed people down in the bomb shelters.  She writes her own story – and it’s a beautiful story – through the ugliness of 
the world that surrounds her.”  He says later in the interview, on page 11, that he liked “the idea that every page in every 
book can have a gem on it.”  So that’s what this novel is about – the power of words.  More than anything else, watch for 
and mark passages that you love STYLISTICALLY.  Focus on the way Zusak writes and the literary / rhetorical choices he 
makes. 
   
A.  Marking / Quote Log:    In the cover of your book, write a MINIMUM of 15 page numbers and the beginning and ending 
words of the quote for which you found Zusak’s writing particularly interesting (beautiful, creative, fascinating, descriptive, 
insert your favorite adjective here).  Then you will add a brief note about each – why you chose it. Your entries will look like 
this: p. 99: “She could feel herself against the floor…A cheek. A calf muscle.” Syntax is broken, like Liesel.  Remember, just 
writing down a list of page numbers, a few words of the quote, and a brief description of why you chose the passage 
(doesn’t even need to be a full sentence) is sufficient for this part.  I’ll check these while you’re taking your essay test the 
FIRST FULL DAY OF CLASSES (the 1-7 day) in August . 
 
B.  Essay Test:  On the first full day of classes (the 1-7 day), you’ll have an essay question test.  It will be one of the 
Discussion Guide questions located in the back.  Feel free to look over those as you read and think about how you’d answer 
them. 
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APUSH – Summer Reading Guide 
 

Book Assignment 
Devil in the White City: Murder, Magic, and Madness at the Fair that Changed America, by Erik Larson 
 
Additional Reading (for context) 
“The Rise of Industrial America, 1877-1900,” by Richard White, professor of history at Stanford University (from the Gilder 
Lehrman Institute of American History) 

Students should use the link below for a short 8-page essay that will provide context for Gilded Age themes, 
including some relevant to Devil in the White City. Should the link not work, students are to e-mail the instructor 
for a copy. https://www.gilderlehrman.org/history-now/rise-industrial-america-1877-1900 

 
 
General Notes 
Devil in the White City isn’t a traditional, academic history book. It’s a propulsive, narrative-driven tale of Chicago at the 
turn of the 20

th
 century. It’s a complex story, to say the least. On the one hand, it’s the story of a group of architects trying 

to show the world the might, majesty, and spectacle of the United States. And yes, the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair is a 
seminal moment in U.S. history. Yet, on the other hand, it’s the story of a man many scholars believe was the country’s first 
serial killer. A story of murder (lots of murder) and loss that epitomizes the seedy underbelly of the American city and 
American life during this era. This, too, is part of the story of U.S. history (get used to learning about the darker aspects of 
U.S. history). Basically, it’s a great template for understanding the Gilded Age, an era of technological achievement and 
advancement, but also an era of crime, corruption, and suffering. All of these themes (and others) converge in Devil in the 
White City.  
 
This book will jumpstart our discussion of what historians do, how they do it, and why. We’ll focus on the various themes 
and ideas this book introduces, which will help us keep in mind the intricacies of history and its study—all of which you’ll 
have to sort through to prepare for the AP U.S. History test. This book will then reemerge later in the year when we discuss 
the Gilded Age (roughly 1865 to 1900). My job this year is supposedly to get you ready for the AP Test. I’ll do that.  But it’s 
so much more. Along the way you’ll get better at reading primary and secondary sources; thinking for yourself, and not 
based on someone else’s ideas; writing in class or out of class, for AP standards or for my own standards; thinking about 
broad, complex themes and debates in U.S. history and how it’s all led up to the present day.  
 
If I do my job this year, you’ll understand history in a new light. You’ll understand that everything is involved in the making 
of history. I mean everything. All the things we do today on a daily basis are based in some form of history, and probably 
something you never figured could be history. Historians study everything. You can’t escape it. Let go and embrace it.  
 
I want you all to pass the test. But regardless of your score, all of these skills will last you long past that test. This book gets 
us started. Buckle up—the sprint through U.S. history is starting. And we’re not stopping until May. 
 
 
Assignment 
Due Date:  

All of these questions are due in class during the first full day of school. You must have a hard copy in class or the 
assignment is considered late and you will receive a letter-grade penalty. There are no exceptions to this.  

 
Format: 

Unless otherwise specified (see Questions 3 and 5), each of the following questions should be answered in 
approximately one page, 250 to 300 words. Do not write more than 300 words for any response, unless I provide 
alternative direction; you need to learn to budget your time and your words. Please provide a word count for each 
answer. Failure to do so will result in grade deductions. All responses should be typed and meticulously edited. 
Typos will easily (and quickly) lead to lower scores. I’m picky on writing. Very picky. You expect Mrs. Fleming to be 
hard on typos and grammar, but I’ll match her beat for beat. APUSH won’t be a reprieve from grammar and style.  
 
 
History is all about writing. You can have the ideas and the evidence…but if you can’t clearly articulate them, no 
one will ever appreciate your insights.  
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Questions: 
1. What does the struggle to construct the World’s Fair in Chicago (particularly from an architectural standpoint) 
symbolize about other broader struggles: man vs. nature; modernity vs. tradition; good vs. evil; etc.? 

 
2. What was so important about the World’s Fair for the city of Chicago? For the United States as a whole? Why?  

 
3. This book is situated during the Gilded Age in U.S. history (an era roughly spanning from 1865 to the turn of the 
20

th
 century). Based on what you’ve read in the book and essay, discuss (each in a separate short paragraph (4-6 

sentences)) the following aspects of the Gilded Age as they pertain to Devil in the White City. You may not have all 
the answers here, and that is okay; but I want you to start thinking about these ideas. You may also find that these 
themes often overlap. 

  A. Technological Advancements  
(transportation, architecture, factories, etc.) 

B. Wealth  
(those who have it and those looking for it) 

  C. Growth of Cities 
   (architectural growth, new people in the cities, etc.) 
  D. Crime and Corruption 
   (in the realm of murder, politics, industry, etc.) 
 

4. The book focuses primarily on two different characters, one a world-class architect and the other a menacing, 
manipulative serial killer. Compare and contrast their arcs throughout the book. Is one or the other—or both—
emblematic of the Gilded Age and its themes? 
 
5. In 600 to 750 words, write a review of Devil in the White City. What did you like about it or dislike? What did the 
author do particularly well, and what could the author have changed to better articulate his points, etc.?  

NOTE – It’s perfectly fine to not like something assigned in this class. But in your review you have to 1) 
understand and appreciate what the author set out to do and ultimately accomplished; and 2) suggest 
real, practical recommendations to better the product. 

 
 
Warnings and Reminders 

This summer work is your work and yours alone. Any use of SparkNotes, CliffsNotes, etc. is a violation of the 
honor code. So too is working with your fellow students. This is an individual assignment and most be completed 
individually and without the use of any aides or guides. 
 
Do not put this off to the last minute. Summer reading work is worth a significant portion of your first 
quarter/semester grade. Failure to put forth the effort and follow my instructions will quickly lead to lower grades 
than you’re accustomed to receiving. 
 
This is your first chance to make an impression on me; don’t waste it. 


