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Rising juniors are required to read the novel The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald. There will be 
a quiz on this work during the first week of class, and it will form the basis of our first unit of study 
in the fall. The book is available in both hard copy and electronic formats; either is acceptable. A 
PDF is acceptable if it is moved into Notability or another app that can be searched and 
annotated. Students are expected to annotate and take notes in their own copy of the text. In 
addition, select one passage from the novel that reveals something central about the work’s meaning 
as a whole. Be ready to share those passages and comment on them, both verbally and in writing. 
 
In addition, all students must select and read one additional book from the Student-Teacher 
Summer Reading List. This book will be discussed during the first week of school in a group 
composed of other students who read that book and the teacher who selected it.   
  
The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald 
F. Scott Fitzgerald is one of the most important authors in American Literature. Think of the 
“roaring twenties,” the American Dream, our obsession with cars, or those “Girls/Boys Gone Wild” 
videos, and you have Fitzgerald to thank. Describing his early life as one “in a house below average, 
on a block above average,” he had a deep desire to become “a somebody” - to rise to fame and 
fortune. His first novel, This Side of Paradise, brought all he desired: fame, wealth, critical acclaim, and 
the woman of his dreams -- a Southern belle named Zelda. In the 1920s, Scott and Zelda were the 
“Brangelina” of their era. They were arguably the most famous couple in America, and the one every 
other couple wanted to be. They led a life of extravagance, wild parties, and high society (spending 
$36,000 one year on parties alone). They rode through Manhattan, not inside, but on the roofs of 
taxicabs to make sure they were seen. Whatever Zelda wore, women wanted to wear. Whatever 
Scott drank, men wanted to drink (Prohibition be damned). Like all flames that burn too brightly, 
though, Scott and Zelda were eventually to be consumed by their excess. 
  
The Great Gatsby is Fitzgerald’s most popular novel. Published after This Side of Paradise, it was a 
great critical success, although not as popular as Paradise. Structured as a story within a story, the 
narrator, Nick Carraway, tells of a summer he spent on Long Island living next to an enormous 
mansion owned by a mysterious man named Gatsby. Gatsby’s life is filled with glitz and glamour, 
yet as Nick becomes more friendly with him, he (and we) begin to understand the substance behind 
Gatsby’s showmanship.  Far from being a simple story of spoiled rich kids, The Great Gatsby explores 
what it means to be an American and how we are all inheritors of the big dreams of those who first 
set foot on this unsettled and unspoiled continent (or as Fitzgerald describes it “a fresh green breast 
of the New World”).   
 
A novel as visually stunning as The Great Gatsby  would seem perfect for translation to film, yet, 
as Baz Luhrmann has discovered, it’s not so easy after all. It’s Fitzgerald’s writing that makes the 
novel so amazing – his seemingly magical way with words. Every movie adaptation of the novel has 
failed to capture its greatness. The movie, especially this most recent adaptation, is no substitute for 
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the text.  Like other summer reading, this novel is the starting point for a communal journey 
through a collection of texts that will acquire significance and meaning in relation to one another as 
we read them.   
 
Below are some questions that will recur throughout the year in different texts. As you read The 
Great Gatsby, think about how they are answered in this novel. 
 
1.  How is the novel visually stunning? The Great Gatsby is replete with images. What images do 
you see in the novel that you think are typically American? What makes them so? (For one of your 
first assignments, you’ll be asked to bring in an image or physical object that represents some aspect 
of America to you; past examples include baseball caps, twinkies, postcards of national parks, white 
house magnets, etc. -- looking for typically American images in Gatsby is a similar exercise.) Which 
images in the novel do you find most powerful or meaningful? Why? Which images come up most 
frequently? Do they evoke any responses in you as a reader?   
 
 
2.  What does it mean to be a “self-made man (person)”? In his first description of Gatsby, Nick 
suggests that “personality is an unbroken series of successful gestures.” Thinking about the novel as 
a whole, what determines one’s personality or “self” in The Great Gatsby? Pay attention to how 
Fitzgerald’s characters define themselves, both internally and externally. What does Gatsby’s story 
tell us about how one’s individuality is made, discovered, defined, and/or undone? How does Jay go 
about making himself into “the Great Gatsby”? How successful is he, in the end? What does the 
novel as a whole suggest about the process, and the potential pitfalls, of constructing identity? 
 
 
3. Who gets to tell our story and how? Throughout the year, we’ll read stories told by protagonists 
and by fascinated observers, ones shared with unknown audiences and with intimate friends, 
conveyed by sympathetic interpreters and by dispassionate narrators. How does Nick tell Gatsby’s 
story and who is his audience? How does he fashion sympathy and contempt for particular 
characters? What is the effect of the different narrative choices Fitzgerald makes?  (Consider, for 
instance, the “frame” that opens the novel; why is it significant that Nick is telling the story with 
some distance? Nick also calls himself “honest.” How true is his assessment of self?) 
 
 
4.  How does Fitzgerald use opposition and juxtaposition to highlight issues of inclusion and 
exclusion in the different communities that make up his novel? Early on in The Great Gatsby, 
Nick, our narrator, juxtaposes East and West Egg, two towns known for “their dissimilarity in every 
particular except size and shape.” In so doing, Nick introduces the idea that even things closely 
related in some ways may be importantly distinct in other ways. This holds true for groups of people 
as it does for places, too. As you read the novel, pay close attention to characters and things – it’s a 
story filled with things -- set in opposition to each other. How is Fitzgerald using these oppositions?    
What do they have to say about who is included in and excluded from the various groups at play 
here? In what ways does juxtaposition inform and complicate Nick’s story? 
 
 



5.  What does the novel say about Nature’s relationship to the American Dream? The last page of 
the novel is perfect for close reading. As Nick reflects on his experiences with Gatsby, he says: 
 

And as the moon rose higher the inessential houses began to melt 
away until gradually I became aware of the old island here that 
flowered once for Dutch sailors’ eyes — a fresh, green breast of the 
new world. Its vanished trees, the trees that had made way for 
Gatsby’s house, had once pandered in whispers to the last and 
greatest of all human dreams; for a transitory enchanted moment 
man must have held his breath in the presence of this continent, 
compelled into an aesthetic contemplation he neither understood nor 
desired, face to face for the last time in history with something 
commensurate to his capacity for wonder. 

 

What is the connection between the promise of the New World and the American Dream? How 
does the novel deal with the tension between what’s “natural” and what’s “artificial”? In the excerpt 
above, Nick wonders if the American Dream died the very moment we took our first steps upon its 
shore. What does the novel seem to say about that? What’s natural (based on Nature) about 
America? What’s unnatural about it? 
   
  
Summer reading for American History 
 

For American History, rising 11th graders must read Julie Winch’s James Forten: Liberty’s Black 
Champion. (book purchase info below)**   
 
This biography covers the fascinating life of a free African-American man in Philadelphia. As a boy 
of 14 years, Forten served in the American Revolution. At his death in 1842, hundreds of people – 
black and white – followed behind in the funeral procession while thousands more stood on the side 
watching. Running a sail-making company and other business ventures, he had become the 
wealthiest black man in Philadelphia, and one of the wealthiest people in the whole city. He was 
often sought out to support and advocate for the rights of African-Americans – those in slavery and 
those who were free. He wrote some very eloquent pamphlets opposing a set of Black Codes for 
Philadelphia (special laws that would apply only to black people), which we will read during the year. 
 
This may be one of the first scholarly biographies you have read. In fact, Julie Winch has rewritten 
her longer book, A Gentleman of Color: The Life of James Forten, resulting in the book you are reading.  
It is written with a high school audience in mind, but still retains its scholarly aspects. The book is 
divided into short chapters, readable on their own. Besides learning about Forten, read this book to 
get a glimpse of what life was like during the early years of our country in a city which all of you 
already know. You may be surprised at some of the freedoms early African-Americans had and how 
some of those freedoms actually dissipate as our country grows. 
 
While the chapters are readable on their own, keep the thread of his life story in your mind as you 
do read these chapters. It may be helpful for you to write a quick outline or summary at the top of 
the chapter after you have read it. 



Be prepared for a possible quiz during the first week of the class. We will be referring to this book 
off and on throughout the first trimester. What follows are some ideas to keep in mind as you read: 

● Track how Forten becomes a man of fortune. 
● Note how his thinking about the rights of African-Americans changes and shifts over time. 
● As a free black man, how does Forten negotiate life in Philadelphia - a city that includes free 

white people, indentured servants, slaves, and foreigners? 
● Pay attention to the arrangements Forten makes for his children. What happens to them, 

and what does that tell us about Forten, himself? 
 

**This book is not currently (as of June 8) available on Amazon; however, it is available on 
the author's website through PayPal at www.juliewinch.com. We think that PayPal also takes 
credit cards. They have had the site programmed for a discounted price of $13.95 with free shipping 
and handling. You will need to enter the word “friends” to obtain the special price. Electronic 
copies are also available (.pdf, mobi, or epub) if you desire. The normal price for the e-book is 
$10.95. That would also require going to the author’s web site (www.juliewinch.com) or contacting 
the author’s partner, Lou Cohen, via email (cohenl@aol.com or LouCohen@Maine.rr.com).  
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