
“The understanding of art depends finally upon one's willingness to extend one's humanity and 
one's knowledge of human life.” – Ralph Ellison 

 

 

Welcome to IB English HL2! 

 Your summer reading assignment is to purchase (and read) a copy of 
Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison and a personal writing journal. You are to carefully 
annotate as you read. The annotations will be written both in the book and in your 
journal. You will also respond to four essay questions/prompts. Attached are 
explanations, directions, and tips about annotating as well as an explanation of the 
grading of your project. This is not a project that can be completed in a couple 
of weeks, nor is it a collaborative assignment. Any evidence of collaboration 
with a student (or the Internet) will result in a very negative outcome. Please 
allow yourself time to thoroughly read the novel as rushed assignments are quite 
evident and will drastically impact your grade for the first nine weeks and beyond. 
Late assignments will not be accepted.  

 There will be an objective reading test over the plot and characters on the 
second day of school. 

 Please turn in your annotated book, reading journal, and essays to the front 
office of Westerville South High School by noon on Monday, August 4. Be sure 
to write your names on all pieces of the assignment. At 12:15, I will enter the 
school and grab all assignments. If you have any questions about the summer 
reading assignment, it is best to e-mail me at jamesgcowman@gmail.com. I will 
try my best to return your correspondence in a timely manner.  

 I’m very excited to be your teacher for the 2014-2015 school year. I hope 
you enjoy both Invisible Man and your summer.  

Sincerely,  

 

Mr. Cowman 

 

mailto:jamesgcowman@gmail.com


ANNOTATION DIRECTIONS 

 Annotation is the act or process of writing critical commentary or explanatory notes about a 
piece of writing. For our purposes in IB English, the commentary and notes will be broadly defined and 
will be written in both the book and in a personal journal. 

Journal Notes  

 Your journal can be a notebook or folder which should be divided into sections labeled as: 

  Characters 

  Themes 

  Allusions 

  Images 

  Motifs (repeated stylistic elements) 

  Key Scenes 

  Epiphanies 

  Author’s Writing Style 

  Notes (Things you want to remember, etc.) 

For each character you should write a short character summary and include a list of page references for 
moments of character development or significant events. For the rest of the sections, you should write 
brief explanations and include page references. These will be very helpful in later discussions and writing 
assignments.  

 

Book Notes 

Bottom and Side Page Margins: Write interpretive notes, questions, and/or remarks that refer to    
meaning or that tie in with the information in your journal. To some degree, these are not right or 
wrong. They are your thoughts and questions.  

Top Margins: Write a few words or phrases which summarize what happens here. These will be useful 
for quick location of passages. 

Underlining: Do this to help locate passages for discussion, essays, or questions. 

Brackets: Do this to highlight key speeches, descriptions, and so forth, which are too long to easily 
underline.  

 

 



 

Tips and Suggestions 

1. Use one color of ink for your initial marking while reading; then go back with another color or 
colors to mark more thoroughly once you have finished a larger section, have had time to think 
about it and are able to see development of images, etc. more clearly. Avoid highlighting more 
than a few lines without some type of explanatory note to yourself. Otherwise, you will end 
up having to reread the passage to remember why you highlighted it. 

2. At chapter or section ends, stop to index page numbers in your journal in the appropriate 
sections.  

3. Underline as you read and write side margin notes as you finish a page or two. 
4. Add to all of your notes during class discussions. 

Notes 

 If you find annotating as you read to be annoying and awkward, do it after you read. Go back 
after a chapter and then carefully mark it. You should read the assignments at least twice anyway, so 
this isn’t any less efficient than marking as you read and then rereading the material. 

 Many students ask if they should have something marked on every single page. That depends on 
what is on the page. As a careful reader, you should annotate the finer elements such as word choice, 
sentence structure, etc. on pages where it appears that not much is happening.  

Grading 

 Your project will be scored and returned to you on the first day of school. The project is work a 
total of 100 points. 

  Thoroughness (30 points) – You have followed the directions and completed the 
categories assigned, both in your book and journal.   

  Clarity (30 points) – Your summaries and explanations are clearly written and easily 
understood. Your choices of book notes are logical. 

  Effort (30 points) – It is obvious by the number and choice of notations that you have 
taken the assignment seriously and have given it your time and your best thinking. 

  Neatness (10 points) – Your penmanship is legible, written in ink, and neatly spaced. If 
you change your mind about an entry, you need only mark a line through it. Don’t worry about changing 
your mind; you’re learning as you write! 

 You are, of course, concerned with your grade. However, remember you will actually use these 
notes in essays, class discussions, other writing assignments, or projects related to this novel. If you view 
this work as something that will help you in future assignments, it will make more sense to you. A critical 
goal in IB English is to learn to read closely and critically. This is the first step.  

 

 



 

IB English HL 
“Invisible Man” – Ralph Ellison 
Please choose four of the topics/questions below and write a thorough answer. Your answer should be 
at least one page typed, single-spaced; however, you should be thorough and include support from the 
novel. These will not be graded on mechanics (unless they hamper understanding), but on content. 
These prompts contain spoilers. Read at your own discretion.  

Note: These discussion questions were culled from Random House’s Reading Guide. Chances are your 
copy of the novel has these prompts plus others. Only select from these prompts. Also, chances are that 
the page numbers do not correspond with your copy. It’s okay. I believe in you.  

 

1. What makes Ellison's narrator invisible? What is the relationship between his invisibility and 
other people's blindness--both involuntary and willful? Is the protagonist's invisibility due solely 
to his skin color? Is it only the novel's white characters who refuse to see him? 

2. One drawback of invisibility is that "you ache with the need to convince yourself that you do 
exist in the real world" [p. 4]. How does the narrator try to prove that he exists? Does this 
sentence provide a clue to the behavior of other characters in the book? 

3. What are the narrator's dreams and goals? How are these variously fulfilled or thwarted in the 
course of the book? 

4. Is the reader meant to identify with the narrator? To sympathize with him? How do you think 
Ellison himself sees his protagonist? 

5. What is the significance of the grandfather's deathbed speech [p.16]? Whom or what has he 
betrayed? What other characters in this book resort to the same strategy of smiling betrayal? 

6. Throughout the novel the narrator gives speeches, or tries to give them, to audiences both 
black and white, at venues that range from a whites-only "smoker" to the funeral of a black street 
vendor murdered by the police. What role does oratory--and, more broadly, the spoken word--
play in Invisible Man? 

7. The "battle royal" sequence portrays black men fighting each other for the entertainment of 
whites. Does Ellison ever portray similar combats between blacks and whites? To what end? 

8. Throughout the book the narrator encounters a number of white benefactors, including a 
millionaire college trustee, an amiable playboy, and the professional agitator Brother Jack. What 
does the outcome of these relationships suggest about the possibility of friendship or cooperation 
between the races? 



9. What black men does the protagonist choose as mentors or role models? Do they prove to be 
any more trustworthy than his white "benefactors"? What about those figures whose authority 
and advice the narrator rejects--for example, the vet in The Golden Day and the separatist Ras 
the Exhorter? What characters in Invisible Man, if any, represent sources of moral authority and 
stability? 

10. What cultural tendencies or phenomena does Ellison hold up for satire in this novel? For 
example, what were the real-life models for the Founder, the Brotherhood, and Ras the Exhorter? 
How does the author convey the failures and shortcomings of these people and movements? 

11. Invisible Man may be said to exemplify the paranoid style of American literature. How does 
Ellison establish an atmosphere of paranoia in his novel, as though the reader, along with the 
narrator, "had waded out into a shallow pool only to have the bottom drop out and the water 
close over my head" [p.432]? Why is this style particularly appropriate to Ellison's subject 
matter? 

12. Where in Invisible Man does Ellison--who was trained as a musician--use language to 
musical effect? (For example, compare the description of the college campus on pages 34-7 to 
Trueblood's confession on 51-68, to the chapel scene on 110-135, and Tod Clifton's funeral on 
450-461.) What different sorts of language does Ellison employ in these and other passages? 
How does the "music" of these sections--their rhythm, assonance, and alliteration--heighten their 
meaning or play against it? 

 


