
11th Grade Honors Literature Summer Reading Assignment 
 

The mission of the English department is to teach students to read, write, listen, speak, and think with clarity and 
purpose. As part of this commitment, we require all students to participate in our summer reading program. Each 
year, the department seeks to engage and challenge our students by carefully selecting texts that align with our 
mission. In the beginning weeks of the new school year, we place significant emphasis on the summer reading 
material, where students engage in discussions, activities, and assessments. It is mandatory that all students 
diligently read and annotate the assigned texts to ensure active and successful participation in these tasks, further 
enriching their experience. By embracing this initiative, students not only expand their literary horizons but also 
cultivate essential skills and insight that will serve them well both inside and outside of the classroom. 

 

Music Is History by Questlove is a dynamic and thought-
provoking nonfiction text that powerfully supports the mission of 
both the Holy Innocents’ Episcopal School and the English 
Department. Blending personal reflection with cultural 
commentary, Questlove uses popular music as a lens to explore 
key moments in American history. Through this approach, students 
learn to analyze how music not only reflects but also shapes 
national identity, social movements, and cultural values. The text 
challenges students to read closely, think critically, and make 
connections between artistic expression and historical context—
core components of our department’s goal to help students read, 
write, speak, listen, and think with clarity and purpose. 
In addition to fostering academic skills, Music Is History aligns 
with the broader goals of the school’s mission. The book cultivates 
a love of learning by inviting students to explore history through a 
medium that is both accessible and engaging: music. Questlove’s reflections encourage respect for self 
and others by illuminating diverse perspectives and the lived experiences behind the music. His 
thoughtful analysis encourages students to consider how people respond to challenges through creativity 
and expression, inspiring a sense of service to the world community through understanding and empathy. 
While rooted in music, the book ultimately asks students to consider deeper questions about identity, 
justice, and cultural legacy. 

By engaging with Music Is History, students are not only exposed to the intersections of history, culture, 
and art, but they are also encouraged to think purposefully about their own voices and roles within 
society. It introduces critical topics such as systemic injustice, cultural resistance, and political activism, 
but these are presented thoughtfully and accessibly. The text lays a strong foundation for the junior-year 
study of American literature by framing music as both a reflection of and a response to the American 
experience, encouraging students to examine how art and narrative shape national identity. It is an ideal 
and mission-aligned introduction to the critical thinking and inquiry that defines the 11th-grade study of 
American literature. 
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As you prepare for both American Literature and American History, you will be reading 
Questlove’s Music is History as your summer reading text.  In order to help you understand and 
engage with this text, the History and English department have worked together to create this 
reading guide.  The book is structured as 33 short essays, each one representing a year in the life 
of the author.  If you read one chapter per day (they are very short), you should have the book 
done relatively easily! We also encourage you to listen to the audiobook if you have access to it.  
 
*There is a Spotify playlist, Questlove: Music is History - playlist by M+L | Spotify, that has the songs in the order they are mentioned in the 
book.  The playlist is expansive with a variety of songs and genres. The playlist serves as a kind of a soundtrack to the book. If you are interested, 
you can listen to the playlist as you read the text. Be aware that there may be some explicit lyrics, and you are not required to listen.  

 
Frequently Asked Questions  

 
1. What is the best way to read this book? 

As you read, do not get bogged down in trying to remember all of the specific dates mentioned, 
or in understanding the music theory he explains.  Instead, focus on the following essential 
questions and themes: 

A. How do text and context interact? 
o How do historical/cultural events influence art, and vice versa? 
o Why is it important to understand the cultural/historical moment in which a 

text is created? 
B. Who gets to determine what is history? 

o How is history told? 
o What history is told? 
o What history is omitted? 
o How is power a part of this dynamic? 
o What determines who has that power?  Money, education, race, class 

C. Why do some people turn to conspiracy theories? 
o How do we protect ourselves from doing the same? 

D. How does the time period in which this text was made (2021 - the Pandemic, 
January 6th, the BLM movement, etc.) impact the writing itself? 

 
2. How will we use this text in class? 

• As a reference/timeline of important historical and cultural events to give context to our 
other texts throughout the year in both History and English classes  

• To foster discussions about storytelling, historiography, power, conspiracy theories, 
media literacy, critical thinking, and the relationship between text and context 

• To inform co-curricular conversations between your history classes and your English 
classes 
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11th Grade Honors Summer Reading Assignment 
 
Complete the following guided notes as you read.  These will be taken for a grade 
within the first week of class.  They will also help you prepare for the essay you 
will be writing on this text.   
 

A. Introduction: 

à In your own words, explain the “charter” of this book.  What does 
Questlove want you, the reader, to do? 3-5 sentences. 

à What do you think Questlove means by, "People say that history was 
written by the winners, but what if it was written by the simplifiers? Or is 
that too simple?" 1-3 sentences. 

B. For each chapter 1971-2001: 

à The introduction calls on you to “read critically.  When you see something 
that seems suspect, go look it up.  When there’s an argument that doesn’t 
convince you, write out a counterargument.”  In each chapter, either extend 
your knowledge by looking up more information on a topic and writing 
about it here (cite your findings), or craft a counterargument for a claim you 
don’t agree with.  3-5 sentences.  

à In most chapters, Questlove poses questions about history or life in general, 
for example: When you put your foot down, are you taking a stand? Or, how 
do we think about the end of the story when we’re still in the middle of 
it?  Find a question in each chapter to engage with - you don’t have to 
answer it completely, just write down your thoughts about it.  1-3 sentences.  

C. For 2002-Present: 

à What is the impact of breaking with the structure of the previous chapters 
here?  How does the structure of the whole text impact the meaning of the 
text? 3-5 sentences. 

 

 


