
West Valley AP Literature: Summer Assignment 2019 
 
In his introduction to How to Read Literature Like a Professor, Thomas Foster describes a dangerous divide: 
 

A moment occurs in this exchange between professor and student when each of us adopts a look.   
My look says, ‘What, you don’t get it?’  Theirs says, ‘We don’t get it.  And we think you’re making it 
up.’  We’re having a communication problem.  Basically, we’ve all read the same story, but we 
haven’t used the same analytical apparatus. (Foster xiii) 

 
I don’t want us stranded on opposite sides of a chasm that creates mistrust and tempts you to manufacture 
garbage you don’t believe just to appease the capricious gods of literature.  I want to bring you across the 
bridge and into the “language of reading” or “grammar of literature.”  I want to help you see what is 
legitimately there as you learn to delight in your own interpretations, grounded in valid support.  Toward that 
end, I’d like to hand you over to Thomas Foster for an overview of several commonly shared patterns, 
symbols, and allusions that inform the way experienced readers approach literary text in the West.   
 
Please complete these tasks in this order: 
 

1. Read Thomas Foster’s How to Read Literature Like a Professor.  I have West Valley copies to loan 
out, or you’re welcome to buy your own copy (plenty available used on Amazon).  If you borrow, 
take notes on key ideas as you read.  If you buy, read with a highlighter and tag the most important 
insights as you go.  Either way, please read to retain ideas, rather than just to check a box.   

 
Sidebar: What I love about this guy is how conversationally he demystifies patterns, allusions and 
symbols that are second nature for experienced readers.  You will become experienced readers in this 
course.  Foster is here to give you starter kit.  He’s the first to say his guide is not complete, nor is it 
meant to be.  It’s not a rule book.  I’m not asking you to read this so you’ll be “right.”  I’m asking 
you to read this so you can watch the analytical game played cards face up, and start to see the 
potential of what you hold in your hand.  As Foster says, “Your reading should be fun.  We only call 
them literary works.  Really, though, it’s all a form of play.  So play, Dear Reader, play.”    

 
2. Pay special attention to chapter 27, “A Test Case,” where Foster walks you through a point by point 

interpretation of what he sees in Mansfield’s “The Garden Party” (pages 270-277) because this is 
what I’ll be asking you to make, and how I’ll be asking you to play. 

 
3. Read Jonathan Safran Foer’s Extremely Loud & Incredibly Close.  You’ll need to buy your copy so 

you can write all over it.  As you read, mark it up with the things Foster helps you see; read it like a 
professor.  Be on the lookout for the chapters that move or mystify you most.  Always follow your 
fascinations when you analyze.  (Also, please do NOT watch the film.  It’s someone else’s 
interpretation, not a companion or replacement for the novel, and it will distort your perceptions of 
the text itself.  And it’s not that good anyway.  Please do NOT watch the film.) 

 
4. Following Foster’s lead from pages 270-277, type a series of fifteen (yes, FIFTEEN) informal 

paragraphs noting fifteen distinct observations applying Foster’s tools to Foer’s text.  I’m not asking 
for Assert, Prove, Explain (APE) paragraphs, and I’m not asking you to formulate an essay yet 
because I don’t want formal structure to gum up your best thinking at first.  The priority is play.  I 
don’t even want you to worry about “right” or “wrong.”  I just want you to go hunting for Easter 
eggs.  They are everywhere.  I’d like you to practice seeing, naming, and explaining how Foer uses 
elements and makes choices that make the text mean what you take it to mean.  Please explain 



yourself in enough detail, and with relevant quotes, to capture and do justice to your observation.  
The paragraphs aren’t formal, but they must be substantive to earn points.   
 
Foster notes (and I wholeheartedly agree) that the “most disastrous readings are those that are wildly 
inventive and largely independent of the story’s factual content, those that go riffing off on a word 
out of context or a supposed image that is in truth not at all the image presented in the text.”  Your 
task, then, is to deal with what you see, “the observable phenomena of the story” (270).  We’ll call 
this the HOW, and we’ll mean patterns, symbols, elements and choices that culminate in the WHAT, 
the meaning or significance of the text as a whole. 

 
Finally, an agreement: 
 
Let’s get this out of the way.  You’re worried about forcing a reading the author didn’t intend.  Rookies 
always ask, “Did the writer mean that?”  For our purposes, yes.  Always yes.  Writers mean stuff all day 
long.  Writers mean more stuff than you can imagine, and they make conscious choices, or revise 
subconscious accidents into purposeful designs.  They do this compulsively and with mighty delight.  Trust 
me, they mean it all, and if they don’t, we don’t actually care.  If you can see it, it’s there. 

 
My goal is to help you become readers and writers who can have ideas, organize ideas, and support ideas 
EVERY time they try, ANY time they want.  Once you can do that, you can run the world.  Part of 
generating ideas is learning a method of approach to a text.  If you can approach a text believing every detail 
is a choice, and every choice has a purpose, ideas will flock to you.  You’ll have more than you need.  You’ll 
be beating ideas off with a stick.  You’ll find that limiting yourself to only fifteen connections and 
observations is an unreasonable constraint.  That’s where I want you to live, because then you’ll have 
options.  You’ll be able to groom the pick of the litter, and let the other ideas roll happily about in the 
backyard.  Foster is a starting place for this conversation. 
 
These fifteen paragraphs are due the first day of school.  We’ll work on synthesizing an essay from your 
informal explication starting the first day of class.  This is a totally packed course that goes deep and moves 
fast.  Your preparation will create a vital springboard at the beginning and a reference point throughout the 
year.  That said, I chose these titles because of their compelling content, cultural significance, and the 
conversations they engender.  I’m looking forward to your voices. 
 
Carrie Heimer 
 


