
Honors American Literature 

Their Eyes Were Watching God and The Nickel Boys 

Summer Reading Assignments 

 

NOTES 
Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston – ISBN-10: 0061120065  

 

The Nickel Boys by Colson Whitehead – ISBN: 978-0345804341 

 

All students are expected to purchase a hard copy of BOTH novels (or borrow from the library) 

for the duration of reading over the summer and discussion once school starts in the fall.  

 

If you have any questions, please contact Mrs. Johnson via e-mail: 

joyjohnson@concordiaprepschool.org. 

 

 

Their Eyes Were Watching God Introduction 
One of the most important works of twentieth-century American literature, Zora Neale Hurston's 

beloved 1937 classic, Their Eyes Were Watching God, is an enduring Southern love story 

sparkling with wit, beauty, and heartfelt wisdom. Told in the captivating voice of a woman who 

refuses to live in sorrow, bitterness, fear, or foolish romantic dreams, it is the story of fair-

skinned, fiercely independent Janie Crawford, and her evolving selfhood through three marriages 

and a life marked by poverty, trials, and purpose. A true literary wonder, Hurston's masterwork 

remains as relevant and affecting today as when it was first published—perhaps the most widely 

read and highly regarded novel in the entire canon of African American literature. 

 

Hurston was an anthropologist and writer during the Harlem Renaissance, which was a time 

when many African-American writers and artists thrived as they offered a new view of the 

experiences of Black Americans. Hurston, who grew up in the South, was born in Alabama but 

moved to Florida when she was very young. She loved literature, and her quest to understand 

people, as well as the way cultures develop, led her to New York City, where she studied 

anthropology at Barnard College, the sister school to Columbia University. At the time Hurston 

was studying anthropology, the Harlem Renaissance was in full swing, and its center was in 

Harlem, just ten blocks north of Barnard. Hurston began writing about African-American culture 

and quickly became a celebrated member of the Harlem Renaissance when her story 'Spunk' was 

included in the famous collection The New Negro. Hurston's views of life as an African-

American woman can be seen in her most famous work, the novel Their Eyes Were Watching 

God. (Source: Educators Natalie Boyd and Jenna Clayton) 

 

ESSENTIAL QUESTION:  
How does Janie change from the beginning of the text to the end of the text?  

 

Keeping in mind this essential question, students will be focusing on the thematic motifs of 

change and self-discovery and how, through plot and characterization, Hurston explores this 

change. In preparation for class discussion and the essay, the following questions will help 

students answer this essential question as they pertain to some aspect of her change. 

 

mailto:joyjohnson@concordiaprepschool.org


ASSIGNMENT—CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT CHART: 
➔ Students will write a total of FIVE entries for this novel. Each entry will be in response to a  

      question. Each response (in chart form) must be in detailed paragraph form, single-spaced. 

➔ Begin a new page for each entry. 

➔ Entries must encompass the entire text so that you are analyzing different parts of the work. 

 

DUE: Submit to Turnitin.com by the first day of school; assignment will be posted on 

OnCampus. 

 

Formatting Directions: 

★ At the top of the page, the title will be one of the questions/prompts (see underlines below). 

★ In the left-hand column, list specific scenes and page numbers (cited using MLA Format).  

    Example: Janie’s First Kiss (Hurston 15). 

★ In the second column, write a fully developed paragraph or paragraphs with a topic sentence,  

    quotes for support (with citations), and analysis that explains how the text evidence  

    provided in the 1st column answers the specific question. In the 2nd column, provide an in- 

    depth response (at least one complete paragraph that effective incorporates required  

    textual support). It is highly recommended to integrate short, relevant quotes with the  

   discussion of the meaning of specific scenes that answer the prompt. Remember to properly  

   cite all quotes. Example: (Hurston 32).  

 

Structure:  

Assertion (your inference or interpretation), introduction to quote, quote (integrated into the 

sentence), analysis. Transition into next example of support—same formula, etc. 

 

 

The Five Character Development Questions/Prompts for Their Eyes Were Watching God: 

1. Janie's Relationship with Nanny—In column 1, provide at least TWO scenes or examples 

(with page numbers) that SHOW their relationship and background. You will be making 

inferences about their relationship based on your examples. In column 2, write a well-

organize paragraph (topic sentence, support, and analysis, concluding sentence) analyzing 

how your examples show their relationship. Integrate at least two relevant quotes in this 

paragraph. 

 

2. Janie's Definition of Love and Marriage vs. Nanny’s Definition—In column 1, provide 

TWO specific scenes that show their views. In column 2, write a well-organized 

paragraph in which you analyze why and how their views are different. Be sure to state 

each character’s view. Use quotes for support. 

 

3. Janie's Relationship with Logan Killicks—In column 1, identify at least THREE specific 

scenes or examples (with page numbers) that SHOW their relationship. In your 

paragraph(s) analysis in column 2, consider the following: What is your interpretation of 

their relationship? Make a clear statement. Based on certain scenes, how do you know 

this? What is the outcome of their relationship? What might this tell us about Janie at this 

point of the story? (Look carefully at the end of this section.) Be sure to embed at least 

THREE quotes in this commentary. 

 

 



4. Janie's Relationship with Jody Starks—In column 1, list THREE specific scenes or 

examples that SHOW Janie and Jody's relationship. In your column 2 paragraph analysis, 

define and describe Jody and Janie’s relationship and discuss how it is similar and 

different from her relationship with Killicks. Make inferences about the scenes/examples 

you have chosen. Be sure to imbed at least THREE quotes in your commentary. Identify 

and examine the turning point of their relationship. What is the outcome? How has Janie 

changed by the end of their relationship? Give specific support. (Hint: Analyze her final 

scene with Jody.) 

 

5. Janie's Relationship with Teacake—In column 1, briefly summarize THREE specific 

examples or scenes that SHOW their relationship. In column 2, consider the following: 

Define the relationship. Why and how is this relationship different from the others? Give 

specific quotes and analysis that support your ideas. What is the outcome of their 

relationship at the end of the text? Why is it ironic? How has Janie changed by the end of 

the book? Be sure to look carefully at her last scene with Teacake. 
 

 

 EXAMPLE 
Janie's Relationship with Nanny (Title must be at the top of the page) 

 

In column 1, list at least two scenes or 

examples (with page numbers) that SHOW 

their relationship and background. 

Cite using MLA format. 

 

Example: Nanny has very specific plans for Janie’s 

future after observing her granddaughter’s first kiss 

and recalling what happened to Janie’s mother, as 

well as her own past. 

In column 2, write a well-organized paragraph 

(topic sentence, support, analysis, concluding 

sentence) analyzing how your examples show 

their relationship. Integrate TWO+ relevant 

quotes in this paragraph AND make inferences 

about their relationship based on your 

examples. (Refer to directions listed above as these 

quotes will be useful for the essay over the novel.) 

 

Example: …“‘Put me down easy, I’m a cracked 

plate,’” says Nanny (Hurston 20), which explores 

her acceptance of her old age and knowledge that 

she will not always be around to take care of Janie 

and offer her advice about life and love. 

 

 

As a reminder, Honors American Literature students read TWO books over the summer 

and complete work related to both texts: Colson Whitehead’s The Nickel Boys (all juniors 

read this text) AND Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God (second book for 

Honors students). 

Refer to next page for details/requirements for The Nickel Boys. 

**Finally, all work submitted to Turnitin.com for the summer reading assignments must be 

the students’ own; borrowing information from online sources or peers without proper 

source citation is dishonest and constitutes plagiarism. Any work that contains plagiarism 

will be graded accordingly.** 



Honors American Literature 

Colson Whitehead’s The Nickel Boys Summer Reading Assignment 
 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Colson Whitehead is the #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Underground Railroad, 

which in 2016 won the Pulitzer Prize in Fiction and the National Book Award and was named 

one of the Ten Best Books of the Year by The New York Times Book Review, as well as The 

Noble Hustle, Zone One, Sag Harbor, The Intuitionist, John Henry Days, Apex Hides the Hurt, 

and The Colossus of New York. He is also a Pulitzer Prize finalist and a recipient of the 

MacArthur and Guggenheim Fellowships. He lives in New York City. 

 

ABOUT THE NICKEL BOYS 

In this Pulitzer Prize-winning, New York Times bestselling follow-up to The Underground 

Railroad, Colson Whitehead brilliantly dramatizes another strand of American history 

through the story of two boys unjustly sentenced to a hellish reform school in Jim Crow-

era Florida. 
  

When Elwood Curtis, a black boy growing up in 1960s Tallahassee, is unfairly sentenced to a 

juvenile reformatory called the Nickel Academy, he finds himself trapped in a grotesque 

chamber of horrors. Elwood’s only salvation is his friendship with fellow “delinquent” Turner, 

which deepens despite Turner’s conviction that Elwood is hopelessly naive, that the world is 

crooked, and that the only way to survive is to scheme and avoid trouble. As life at the Academy 

becomes ever more perilous, the tension between Elwood’s ideals and Turner’s skepticism leads 

to a decision whose repercussions will echo down the decades. 

  

Based on the real story of a reform school that operated for 111 years and warped the lives of 

thousands of children, The Nickel Boys is a devastating, driven narrative that showcases a great 

American novelist writing at the height of his powers and “should further cement Whitehead as 

one of his generation’s best” (Entertainment Weekly).  

 

ESSENTIAL QUESTION: Who do you think is the true “villain” of the story? The 

teachers? The school itself? Something or someone else? 

 

ASSIGNMENT: Complete a series of journal entries OR letters from Elwood Curtis’s point 

of view. The writings can be constructed as if he is an adult looking back on his experiences at 

the reform school, or they can be written as if he is a teenager sentenced to spend time at Nickel 

Academy.  

 

DUE: Submit to Turnitin.com by the first day of school; this assignment will be also be 

posted on OnCampus. 

 

 

 



Elwood’s Journal OR Letters Home 

Use your imagination to fill in the holes of Elwood’s story with a series of journal entries (or 

letters home) recording his thoughts about the people he meets, reflections on situations/events 

with family members and students and staff at the reform school, and his hopes and desires for 

the future. Each entry (or letter) will be written in first person as if you are Elwood writing in his 

diary (or writing letters home).  

 

NOTE: Write in first person; use “I” as you create each journal entry or letter. 

 

REQUIRED 

Include the following:      

- Both a recap of the events AND the thoughts that Elwood has about them.  

 

- Focus on events and/or concerns in the text NOT already covered in great detail; 

however, in general, you should go by what speaks to you the most, or moves you the 

most. For example, for one entry you could focus on Elwood’s thoughts and emotions 

while listening to the MLK record.  

 

- Include TWO quotes directly from the book AND a matching page number 

citation for each quote that relates to the topic of each entry (or letter).  

NOTE: Either start the entry with the quote and pick up where he left off or add it to    

             the bottom of the new entry—refer to the examples on the next page. 

 

- Write at least 5 entries or letters (12 sentences per entry minimum, NOT including 

the original quotes from the book). EACH entry (or letter) MUST be based on a 

DIFFERENT CHAPTER. There should not be any entries for the same chapter. 

 

- Identify each entry by putting the entry (or letter) and chapter number at the 

top. Example (see also model below): Entry 4 / Chapter 12. 

 

-  The entries (or letters) should be written in YOUR VOICE and YOUR WORDS; you 

should NOT include any paraphrases or quotes in the entry (letter) itself.  

 

- MUST be TYPED, in a legible font, with proper spelling/grammar. Handwritten 

versions will NOT be accepted. 

 

 

Upon your return to school in the fall, be prepared for the following additional assessments: 

Comprehension quiz on the plot, characters, and themes of The Nickel Boys as well as an essay. 

 

 

 
NOTE: The following excerpts were written by Johann Wagener (John Wagner) who in 1958 was 

sentenced to serve a term at the Florida School for Boys (FSB) for the crime of running away with 

his childhood sweetheart. Nickel Academy is a fictional school based on the Florida School for Boys, 

also known as the Arthur G. Dozier School for Boys.  

Source: https://theofficialwhitehouseboys.org/2020/08/johann-wagener-john-wagner/ 

 

As a reminder, your journal entries, or letters, will be written from Elwood’s perspective. 

https://theofficialwhitehouseboys.org/2020/08/johann-wagener-john-wagner/


Example of a Journal Entry 

Entry 4/Chapter 12 

 “Fourth: Finally, you could run. Make a run for it and see what happened. Some boys escaped 

into silent futures under different names in different places, living in shadow…Most often 

runners were captured, taken for a tour of the Ice Cream Factory, and then ushered into the dark 

cell for a couple weeks of attitude adjustment” (Whitehead 146). 

“How could a boy look past the school’s property line, see that free and living world beyond, and 

not contemplate a dash to freedom. To write once own story for once. To forbid the thought of 

escape, even that slightest butterfly thought of escape, was to murder one’s humanity” 

(Whitehead 146). 

My memories of the white house are vivid and stark. I can remember holding on to the bars with 

all my might and waiting for the first blow. The first was the worst. I remember the jolt and the 

intensity of the pain that ran through my body. The flash of what seemed to be white light 

igniting my brain is something I will never forget. I remember that the blows that followed were 

not as bad as the first one and the pain seemed to diminish with each subsequent stroke as the 

numbness set in. I quickly learned to go with the flow; when to brace, when to relax just by 

listening for the sound of what seemed to be a foot dragging across the floor, followed by a soft 

but distinct whooshing sound before the paddle found its mark. Then there was the walk back to 

the dorm. I remember feeling some sick and distorted sense of pride, thinking that I was now one 

of the select few who went into that place and walked out unassisted or on a stretcher. 

 

Examples of Letters Home  

 

Letter 3/Chapter 10 

 

Dear Briana, 

 

Being incarcerated for loving someone never made much sense to me but I was determined to 

just do my time, get out, and marry my first love. Her letters, which I received every day of my 

time there, was what kept me from just giving up on life altogether. 

 

What I wasn’t prepared for was what I experienced during my time at FSB. For the most part the 

memories are vague and fragmented. In some twisted and distorted way some of these memories 

are fond ones, like my work as an assistant in the dental office. As I recall, the dentist was a nice 

guy in that he would let me sneak a smoke now and then and asked that it be kept just between 

us. It was a place I looked forward to going to. I also remember times in the lunch hall; 

especially the bread pudding that was on the Sunday menu. Then there was a boxing tournament 

that matched boys from different cottages against each other. One memory that stands out is of 

dropping my opponent in a few punches and how surprised I was because I had been scared to 

get into the ring with him. 

 



“Elwood frowned in disdain at the whole performance, which made Turner smile. The fight was 

as rigged and rotten as the dishwashing races he’d told Turner about, another gear in the machine 

that kept black folks down. Turner enjoyed his friend’s new bend toward cynicism, even as he 

found himself swayed by the magic of the big fight…Now that the third and final round was 

upon them, he wanted to hold on to that feeling. It was real—in their blood and minds—even if it 

was a lie” (Whitehead 108-09). 

 

“When the bell sounded for the last time, the two Nickel boys in the ring were entwined, bloody 

and slick, propping each other up like a human tepee. The ref split them and they stumbled 

crazily to their corners, spent” (Whitehead 113). 

 

 

~  ~  ~  ~  ~  ~  ~  ~  ~  ~  ~  ~  ~  ~  ~  ~  ~ 

Dear Briana, 

My efforts to conjure up more of those memories has been a struggle. They seem to be buried 

deep and only surface in bits and pieces. The feelings these memories bring up are strong at 

times, many of which I’m surprised to still have after so many years. There are others that are 

fragmented and confusing with my not knowing if what I’m remembering happened to me or to 

someone else. For example, as I try to remember the boys one name stands out, Vincent 

Davico. I sense that something terrible happened to him, but I’m not sure exactly what. Another 

name, Emory, brings up images of a big guy, much older looking than everyone else, and I keep 

thinking he was one of the 4 boys who ganged up on me my first night. I remember fighting 

them off and causing such a racket that it woke up the staff.  

I also found a few pictures, one of me standing next to a large Xmas cutout decoration that I 

recall making in woodshop. I know the boy standing next to the cutout is me, but recalling the 

experience is vague and almost non-existent. Names, places, faces, all seem unfamiliar and 

foreign where the feelings that arise in seeing them are crystal clear and often overwhelming. 

“Down the hill, the supervisors had turned on the Christmas lights and the boys got a look at the 

results of all the hard work of the last few weeks. Green, red, and white bulbs stretched a route of 

holiday cheer along the trees and the south-campus buildings. Far off in the dark, the big Santa at 

the entrance glowed from the inside with a demonic fire” (Whitehead 130). 

 

A NOTE ON ACADEMIC HONESTY & PLAGIARISM 
 

The work for your summer reading assignment MUST be the product of YOUR OWN 

READING, CRITICAL THINKING, and WRITING. Using someone else’s ideas, coping 

another student’s assignment, copying materials from online sources, or collaborating with 

another student is considered plagiarism and cheating. 

Violations of academic honesty will result in a ZERO on the assignment and a referral. 


