
“It’s not what you look at that matters, it’s what you see.”  
Henry David Thoreau  

 
Welcome to AP Literature and Composition!  
 

Summer is a time to reconnect with yourself, to dwell in glorious boredom, to learn 
something new—like cooking or necklace-making or how to string a guitar, to spend time with 
friends and family, to shove delicious picnic foods in your faces, to work a job and save a little 
money, to develop new friendships, to tend to old ones, and to choose, for the most part, how you’ll 
spend your time.  

Summer is a season for living, a time to learn and to grow.  
 

Before I get to what I’m assigning you, and yes, there is an assignment, which you could call 
“work” if you want to, but I prefer to call a learning opportunity, let me set the purpose for this year’s 
AP Literature summer assignment learning opportunity.  
 

 

AP Lit summer learning opportunities are important because… 
 

- We hit the ground running with our coursework in August.  
 

- You have at least one major work under your belt, which is essential to this 
course, in preparation for the AP exam. I encourage you to read additional 
novels of your choosing—books you’re genuinely interested in reading. 
 

- And most importantly, you have a chance to read like readers—to read at your 
own pace and leisure, to savor a book and turn it over in your minds. And you 
have a chance to write like a writer, to make sense of your thoughts, feelings, 
and ideas on paper.  

 

 

I invite you to begin this AP Lit journey with me this summer. As I said in your introductory 
letter, this course can be, and many times is, intellectually transformative for students. It is an 
opportunity for both academic and personal growth, but it requires your attention and focus. It is 
work, but the work is rewarding.  
 

All that said, here’s what I’m asking you to do. 

 
For your AP Lit summer assignment, I am asking that you read one novel, one collection of 

poetry, and to keep a journal. 
 

 
Here’s what you’ll need: 

 
A Place More Kind Than Home by Wiley Cash 

Counting Descent by Clint Smith 
 

A composition book or journal 
Pens & pencils 

A little time 
 

 
Assignment info on back 

 
 



Your tasks:  

- Read and savor a novel and a collection of poetry, and be ready to unpack it in the fall.  
- Keep a journal.  

 
1. READING  

 
A little context about your assigned reading:  

 
Wiley Cash, author of A Land More Kind Than Home, is this year’s Shepherd University Appalachian 

Writer in Residence, and this book is fantastic. We will see him speak at Martinsburg High School next fall, 

and maybe have an opportunity to work with him more directly, too.  

Fun fact, Cash and his wife used to live in Morgantown.  

 

Clint Smith is a writer, teacher, and Ph.D. candidate at Harvard and has an insanely popular TED 

Talk called “The Danger of Silence.” We will collaborate with students in other states next fall to discuss his 
collection Counting Descent.  

Fun fact, Smith used to teach high school English in Prince George’s County, Maryland and is the 

2014 National Poetry Slam champion.  

 

You only need to read and be ready to unpack these works next fall. No papers 
necessary.  

 

2. JOURNALING*  

 
Having a broad range of experiences and ideas to draw upon is important to understanding the resonance of 

the works we will study. In preparation, I would like for you to broaden your thinking and experiences this 

summer by keeping a journal.  

 

Why keep a journal? Writing is born out of experience. A large part of this class is about helping you find 
your writerly voice, and finding your voice takes time. Use this summer to write in your own authentic voice. 

Be yourself when you write. Don’t try to be too serious or academic. Be funny. Be sarcastic. Be vulnerable. Be 
real. 

 

What is a journal? A journal is what you make of it—the more you put into it, the more you’ll get out of it. 

This journal is yours, and as long as you take yourself and your studies seriously, you will earn full credit. 
Hopefully, your journal will be much more (and yet a little less) than a diary. Here’s what shouldn’t go into 

your journals: daily routines, what you had for lunch, and pontifications on your love life. Here’s what could 

go into your journals: last night’s dreams, drafts of poems or lyrics, short fiction, interesting quotes and 

reflections, drawings and doodles, questions and answers, letters and queries, and so on.  

 

The following items should be in your journal on Friday, August 25. 
 

Entries for at least three days per week beginning the week of June, 19 for a total of 30 
entries that… 
 

 Discuss what you are reading both assigned and otherwise, and your thoughts on 
important issues and ideas.  
 

 Reflect on at least three experiences or activities (suggestions on following page). 
Document your experience in your journal by writing a 1-page reflection of each 
activity (which counts as one of your three entries that week). You may include 
pictures or drawings if you choose. Please head each reflection with the name and 
location of the activity.  

 
 
 

                                                           
* Adapted from AP Literature teacher Susan Barber of Atlanta, GA.  



 

1. Attend a summer festival.  
2. Go to a museum or a historic attraction. Go on a D.C. day-trip or stay closer to home by 

trying Washington County Museum of Fine Arts or Antietam Battlefield.  
3. Spend a day without electronics. I would love for everyone to try this. You can survive!  
4. Go to a Fridays at Five concert in downtown Martinsburg.  
5. Do some gardening.  
6. Hike at in a national or state park such as Harper’s Ferry, Cacapon, Catoctin Mountain, or 

Cunningham Falls.  
7. Talk with a grandparent or adult (40 + years older) about life in their younger years. 
8. Go tent camping at least 10 miles from home (or anyone’s home). 
9. Go to the theater (not the movie theater) to see a live production.  
10. Eat a new meal from a foreign culture.   
11. Work a shelter or a food pantry preparing or delivering food for the elderly or disadvantaged. 
12. Visit with the patients at a nursing home. 
13. Go to a carnival or amusement park.  
14. Prepare a meal for your family and then enjoy it with them. 
15. Pick berries and make a cobbler or pie. 
16. Attend a service of a different religion or interview a person of a different religion. 
17. Repair or build something, or do some kind of maintenance (changing oil, rotating tires). 
18. Plan a trip—map out the route, find places to stay, and located points of interest to visit. 
19. Spend an evening playing board games or cards with your family and friends. 
20. Visit a cemetery and read the headstones. Consider the history of the family, community, 

state, and nation embodied in these headstones. Reflect on your experiences. Creepy but fun. 
21. Visit a quiet spot by the river, a beach, or lake. Spend an hour in thought and record your 

thoughts in a journal or notebook. 
22. Go whitewater rafting, tubing, or paddle boarding. Check out RiverRiders in Harper’s Ferry or 

travel to the New River Gorge area for a real WV adventure.  
23. Make homemade ice cream and share it with your family and friends.  
24. Go to the library or a bookstore and spend an hour perusing the shelves. Try Four Seasons 

in Shepherdstown.  
25. Call up a friend or family member you haven’t seen for a while take them to lunch.  

 

Will I read your journal? I will only read with your permission. I will, of course, want to read a page or so 

about each of your summer activities and readings, but you are free to photocopy or transcribe these, or 

designate sections of your journals as personal. We will handle the rest in beginning of the year conferences. 

 

Remember, this writing will benefit YOU. Writing improves your skill at writing, and better, stronger, more 
thoughtful and authentic writing is your reward.  

 

Remember also to write at least three days a week. Waiting until the end of the summer and then trying to 

“recapture” the days you missed may fill up the pages and give you a certain number of entries, but it does 

not fulfill the intent of the assignment, nor does it provide you with the kind of writing practice that will be 
beneficial to you during the school year.  

 

Additionally, academic integrity is important.  

 

As you approach the end of your high school experience, think about what is right and ethical. Will I know if 

you wait and write your journal entries at one time? Maybe I will, and maybe I won’t.  
 

You, however, will know, and that it what is most important. 

 

So, let’s make it count new AP Litters!  

This summer, let’s read, wonder, wander, and ponder. Let’s learn and grow. 
 

-- Mrs. Hilliard  


