
IB Senior English HL A1 - Summer 
Project 

In order to make the best use of our time 
together, we ask that you read Teaching a Stone 
to Talk this summer and complete an 
Observational Journal.    
 
Observational Journal 
In her collection of essays, Annie Dillard 
uses an experience to launch her writing 
exploration.  An encounter with a weasel 
turns into an essay about the raw, 
directedness of the weasel in contrast with 
doubting, action-less humans.   A visit to 
catholic mass becomes research on 
expeditions which becomes musings on our 
own journeys to understand a god.  
 
Your assignment is to keep a similar 
journal of observations and reflections.  
For each entry, have an observation 
starting point.  This can be a new place or a 
new experience.   Above all, try to see 
something new or see something newly.   
For example, with a friend, travel to one of 
Portland’s parks that you have never 
visited.  Observe.  Or, spend a morning 
using only your less dominant hand.  
(Drivers: you are not allowed to do this 
exercise.) 
 
Experience at least four observations.  
For each, write at least two pages in a free 
write form.  Follow your brain and try not 
to shape or direct your writing.  Include 
drawings, artifacts, graphs, anything with 
your writing.  In this first step, you are 
writing to observe and to ponder.  
 
Do not include this in your course journal.  
Create a smaller separate journal for this 
project.  With each entry, record the date, 
time, and place of your observation.  
 
Please purchase the text or procure a 
copy from the CHS bookroom before you 
leave for the summer.   We believe you’ll 
find that this assignment and the text both 
lend themselves to a careful yet leisurely 
pace.   We advise you to do the work over 
the course of the summer.    Be ready to 
turn in your journal on the first day of 
school.  
 
Thinking Ahead… 
Below you will find the reading list for 
each semester of study.  In addition to 
reading Teaching a Stone to Talk, you may 
want to do a preliminary reading of the 
texts on our book list.  This may be a way 
for you to better manage the work load of a 
rigorous schedule full of IB classes, and it 
is an opportunity for you to develop a 

deeper and more personal relationship with 
the texts we will study.   
 

First Semester: Detailed Study 
Teaching a Stone to Talk by Annie Dillard 

Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen 
Poetry of William Blake, Langston Hughes, 

Emily Dickinson 
The Tragedy of Hamlet Prince of Denmark 

by William Shakespeare 
 

Second Semester: Genre Study—Memoir 
The Woman Warrior by Maxine Hong 

Kingston 
This Boy’s Life by Tobias Wolff 

Running in the Family by Michael Ondaatje 
Paula by Isabel Allende 

 
 
 
 

Hey, a little help here!? 
Here are some—entirely optional—“starter” 
tasks.  Where you go from here will depend on 
what you are seeing and thinking.  We have 
suggested essay pairings for the activities as 
you might want to do this before or immediately 
after reading the named essay.  
 

• Look for and find 3 to 5 contrasting leaf 
shapes.  Use simple line drawings to 
sketch the leaves. They should take no 
more than a couple minutes each.  Label 
the size, color, and key features of the 
leaf as well as the name of the plant if 
known (“Living Like Weasels”) 

• Experience a food you have never tasted 
before.  Describe its taste, texture, and 
color, using metaphors from nature. 
(“The Deer at Providencia”) 

• Draw a universe that is like Valery’s 
“head-shaped”—and place yourself 
within it. (“Teaching a Stone to Talk”) 

• Go out and collect various seedpods, 
cone nuts, and/or grasses.  Attach them 
to your journal.  Choose one to draw. 
(“On a Hill Far Away”) 

• With binoculars, study one bird’s 
movements for as long as you can.  Draw 
a picture of its head alone, and then its 
full body.  Briefly describe the way it 
moves and the tasks it completes. 
(“Lenses”) 

• Go to a place (allow at least 20 minutes) 
where you will not be disturbed in any 
way.  Listen carefully to your 
surroundings and chronicle/list only 
the sounds you hear for the full twenty 
minutes. (“A Field of Silence) 

• Find a puddle or pond or some body of 
water and draw its reflection of a tree 
or plant (“Mirages”) 

 
 


