
AP English Literature and Composition
Summer Reading Assignment 2021
The Nickel Boys--Colson Whitehead

If you have any questions as you are reading/completing the assignment, email me at lori.bowen@gcpsk12.org.

Before you read, explore the links below to gain insight into the subject of the novel and why Colson Whitehead wrote it. The
first two links are book reviews, and the last two are interviews with Colson Whitehead.

For The 'Nickel Boys,' Life Isn't Worth 5 Cents
Halls of Horror: The Nickel Boys
Colson Whitehead - Viewing Trauma Through a Personal Lens in “The Nickel Boys” | The Daily Show
Author Colson Whitehead on 'The Nickel Boys' and fantasy vs. realism

As you read, complete the following tasks. You will use this information to complete assignments when we return to school in
August.

1. Make brief bullet points at the end of each chapter to indicate important events that occur in the chapter.
2. Look for the following characters. Mark passages that introduce them and passages that show how they change (if

they do).
Elwood Curtis
Harriet
Mr. Marconi
Mr. Hill
Maynard Spencer

Turner
Harper
Chickie Pete
Millie

3. Mark passages that reflect the following thematic ideas and might be useful in developing an essay for TWO of the
prompts at the end of the page.
Legacy of Slavery
Toxicity of Lost Hope
Work as a Tool of Reform

Power of Friendship and Racial Solidarity
Coming of Age

4. Mark passages that include the following symbols and motifs and also develop one of the thematic ideas.
Martin Luther King at Zion Hill (album) [motif]
Christmas lights [symbol]
Elwood’s journal [symbol]
Iron rings [symbol]

Fun Town [motif]
White House/Ice Cream Factory [symbol]
Community Service [symbol]

Prompts
1. In his 2004 novel Magic Seeds, V. S. Naipaul writes: “It is wrong to have an ideal view of the world. That’s where the mischief

starts. That’s where everything starts unravelling.” Select a novel, play, or epic poem in which a character holds an “ideal view
of the world.” Then write an essay in which you analyze the character’s idealism and its positive or negative consequences.
Explain how the author’s portrayal of this idealism illuminates an interpretation of the work as a whole.

2. Many works of literature contain a character who intentionally deceives others. The character’s dishonesty may be intended
either to help or to hurt. Such a character, for example, may choose to mislead others for personal safety, to spare someone’s
feelings, or to carry out a crime. Choose a novel or play in which a character deceives others. Then, in a well-written essay,
analyze the motives for that character’s deception and discuss how the deception contributes to an interpretation of the work
as a whole.

3. In literary works, cruelty often functions as a crucial motivation or a major social or political factor. Select a novel, play, or epic
poem in which acts of cruelty are important to the theme. Then write a well-developed essay analyzing how cruelty functions in
the work as a whole and what the cruelty reveals about the perpetrator and/or victim.

4. Palestinian American literary theorist and cultural critic Edward Said has written that “Exile is strangely compelling to think
about but terrible to experience. It is the unhealable rift forced between a human being and a native place, between the self
and its true home: its essential sadness can never be surmounted.” Yet Said has also said that exile can become “a potent,
even enriching” experience. Select a novel, play, or epic in which a character experiences such a rift and becomes cut off from
“home,” whether that home is the character’s birthplace, family, homeland, or other special place. Then write an essay in which
you analyze how the character’s experience with exile is both alienating and enriching, and how this experience illuminates an
interpretation of the work as a whole. Do not merely summarize the plot.
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