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Dear Student, 
 
Read this letter. 
Maybe read it twice. 
 
You have committed to taking AP Literature and Composition next year – congratulations! 
Taking this class means you will be getting college-level instruction in literary interpretation and 
argumentative writing. At the end of the course, you will try to test out of college credit by 
taking the AP Literature and Composition Exam. We have great strides to make before then, and 
one of the most challenging obstacles you have to overcome is the way you are used to 
approaching literature. 
 
To give us a starting point, we will be studying a novel this summer. Notice I didn’t say we are 
reading a novel, rather we are studying one. Stories are amazing opportunities to explore the 
world and the lives of people in it – we aren’t going to shortchange the value of literature by any 
means; in fact, we will enrich it. You need to understand this is a class about studying how 
literature works, and to do that, we have to study its elements. 
 
This summer, we will be reading a contemporary novel by Yann Martel called Life of Pi. This 
novel is also a film (directed by Ang Lee), but we’ll get to that later. 
 
Here’s why I chose Life of Pi. This is a relatively easy book to read; however, its thematic 
qualities offer extraordinary opportunities for depth in thinking. The story is compelling and its 
conflict is intriguing; it can seem easy to get carried away in the story. On the surface, this is a 
novel about a character who gets lost at sea. He relies on another character to help him try to 
survive. He shares his story with a journalist. 
 
Your challenge is to avoid remaining on the surface level of the plot while you read this book. 
Your objective is to find thematic depth within the story and the characters. 
 
I will be giving you tasks to do with this novel over the summer. Some of the tasks are questions 
to guide your reading and some of them are preliminary topics I’d like you to begin learning (or 
relearning). This assignment will serve you well if you do it well; it will provide you with a firm 
foundation for our opening weeks and it will allow you the opportunity to showcase your best 
abilities to begin the semester. Your diligence to your work this summer will strengthen your 
first nine weeks of study – which tend to be grueling. 
 
Take a strong approach to your work this summer! I’ll be eager for our class discussions and 
first papers! 
 

      Ms. Becker 
beckerr@leb.k12.in.us 
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Your task this summer is to read the novel closely, take some notes, and annotate the text.  You will be 
asked to show me your annotations and your notes when you return to school in August.  You will find 
a guide for your reading as well as some leading questions to help prepare your thoughts and ideas for 
discussion and writing assignments. 
 
You will not be writing essays over the summer.  You will be writing them in the early weeks of the 
semester.  I will collect your annotations and notes the first day of class. 
 

 
Materials: 

1. You need a printed copy of Life of Pi (Yann Martel). You need to purchase the 
copy so you can highlight, underline, and write in the margins. Do not download a 
digital copy. You will come back to this text throughout the year, so a rented copy 
will not suffice. 
 

2. You need pink, orange, and green highlighters for your annotation. 
 

3. You need a spiral-bound notebook (with 3 holes) and perforated pages that you will 
use to take notes during your summer reading and throughout the rest of the course. 
Be sure this notebook can be used only for AP Literature and Composition and that it 
can cover the entire year. 
 

4. You need blue and black ink pens. 
 

5. You need a binder for the class. Your binder should be at least 1” thick. 
 
Process: 

1. Start with your notes, so you are prepared for the reading. 
 

2. Read with your pens and highlighters nearby. You will mark up the pages of your 
book as you read. 
 

3. Allow plenty of time to read and annotate the book. You should start early and stay 
on a consistent reading schedule. 
 

4. Read and reread your directions and project details carefully so you can be sure you 
complete the tasks asked of you. 
 

5. Bring all your completed materials with you to the first day of class. 
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Assignment Details: 
 

A. NOTE TAKING 
 
Before you begin reading the book, you have some learning and notetaking to do. Get your spiral 
notebook ready and begin a strong example of notetaking for the year. I want you to take notes by hand, 
not on your computer – use your notebook. 
 

Your notes should always include: 
• The date 
• Titles 
• Subtitles 
• Details 
• Examples 

 
You need to look up some information and include it in your notes. This preliminary information has to 
do with literary devices. 
 

1. In your notebook, define and give examples for the following literary devices: 
a. Allegory 
b. Allusion 
c. Ambiguous character 
d. Imagery 
e. Juxtaposition 
f. Point of view 
g. Metaphor 
h. Symbol 
i. Theme 
j. Tone 

 
You may use the Internet to find you definitions, but be sure you understand what you are writing in your 
notes. Try to put the definition in your own words. Be sure you are using a literary definition. You can 
try to create examples on your own in order to apply the concept. Only rely on examples from the Internet 
if you are really struggling to understand the device. 
 
Here’s an example of how your notes may begin to look:  
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2. Begin a place in your notebook for Questions and Answers. In this section of your notes, 
    you will try to unpack the questions I am giving you. You are also going to record your 
    own questions. Some of these questions can be answered before you read and others 
    after you’ve read. You should propose answers to your own questions, too! 

 
Starting Questions 
 
• Why do humans rely on religion to guide them through life? 
• Why do human beings fight to survive difficult situations? 
• Is it possible to believe in more than one religion? 
• How can we be sure what is true when we are limited by our own 
   experiences? 
• What happens to our identity if others do not accept our culture? 

 
More Specific Questions 

 
• Does it matter if Pi’s story is real or imagined? Why/why not? 
• What is the significance of the island? 
• What is the significance of the blind man? 
• How does Pi’s name serve as a metaphor? 
• What is the role of a storyteller? 
• Why is the first part of the novel (before the shipwreck) so meaningful for the 
  story as a whole? 

 
B. CLOSE READING and ANNOTATING 

 
You are reading the novel for the story, of course. You are also reading it to find opportunities to dig 
deeper – to look at the novel as art. Some books are written just to be read – for entertainment - and some 
books are written to be studied and discussed for their literary value. We will examine many differences 
between good books and books with literary merit. 
 
So, what should you annotate? 
 

1. Vocabulary. If you come across words you don’t know, highlight them in pink, look 
    them up and write a short definition or synonym in your book next to the word. 

 
2. Literary Devices. Highlight examples of literary devices you find in orange. Try to 
    label what they are. Focus on the list from your notes, but feel free to find more when 
    you see them. This isn’t a test to find all the devices. But it is an exercise to help you 
    start to see them in your reading. 

 
3. Personal Thoughts and Reactions. Let yourself engage in the story. Some of your 
    annotating can be your own personal connections or reactions to the text. Be 
    philosophical. Show what you like/don’t like and why. Comment on your own 
    thoughts. 
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4. Powerful Quotes. Let the text draw you in. Identify passages and quotes that are 
    particularly captivating or that seem essential to the meaning of the story. Highlight 
them in green. Make a note as to why that particular quote or passage stands out to 
you. 

 
 
Final Thoughts: 

 
This book is fiction. It is not a true story. The journalist is a character, not the author. The different voices 
of the storytellers in this novel are really important to some of the overall themes. Think about who is 
telling the story and why. 
 
Watch the movie or don’t watch the movie. It honestly doesn’t matter to me if you do or not. Some people 
like to watch the movie before they read. Some people don’t want to watch it until they are done. Some 
don’t watch it at all. It is a nice adaptation. Ang Lee is known for creating beautiful imagery in his 
cinematography and direction and it shows in Life of Pi. There are differences between the film and the 
book, so be careful. 
 
Do not get your ideas from the Internet. Your job as a student is to learn to think on your own and then 
find ways to defend your thoughts. The last thing I want to hear is the same watered down analysis 
yielded by a quick Google search. Do your own thinking. Avoid SparkNotes and find your own 
interpretation instead. What you think of will be better anyway. 
 
Due: Your annotated copy of the book and your notebook are due the first day of class. 
 
 
If you have questions about your work or about the novel, feel free to email me at beckerr@leb.k12.in.us. 
Understand that any questions posed at the very last minute may not be responded to in time for you to get the 
feedback you need. Plan ahead. 


