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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.

Tayari Jones’s An American Marriage is a powerful and
timely novel that serves as an ideal text for 12th Grade AP
Literature. With its layered narrative structure, rich character
development, and exploration of complex themes such as
love, loyalty, justice, identity, and the fragility of
relationships, the novel offers students the opportunity to
engage deeply with literature that reflects the human condition in all its nuance. The story, told
through alternating points of view and epistolary passages, pushes students to read critically,
write with sophistication, speak and listen with intention, and think analytically and
empathetically, core goals of the English Department’s mission.

Beyond academic rigor, An American Marriage aligns closely with Holy Innocents’ Episcopal
School’s mission. The novel nurtures a love of learning by immersing students in a
contemporary narrative that resonates with their social awareness and emotional intelligence. It
prompts respect for self and others as students examine how external forces such as inequality,
personal history, and circumstance shape human behavior and relationships. Through its
exploration of injustice and the moral complexities of loyalty and forgiveness, the novel fosters a
sense of service and responsibility to the world community, encouraging students to consider
how literature can cultivate empathy and a broader understanding of societal systems and
personal agency.

As a work of literature, An American Marriage gives students the opportunity to analyze the use
of point of view, storytelling, and characterization as well as Jones’ use of diction, syntax, and
description, all of which serve as a first-class introduction to the kind of work we will do in AP
Literature. The book contains mature subject matter, including imprisonment, infidelity, implied
sexual situations, some violence, and racism, but all are treated thoughtfully and in age-
appropriate ways for a 12th-grade audience. As students prepare for college-level analysis and
discussion, this text challenges them to interpret layered prose, evaluate differing perspectives,
and analyze how craft choices create meaning. In doing so, the novel exemplifies the kind of
literature that not only prepares students for the AP exam, but also shapes them into thoughtful,
purposeful, and compassionate readers and citizens.
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An American Marriage'

Tayari Jones’s An American Marriage is our first text. It is a rich story that we will use to
engage in a shared inquiry discussion at some point before Labor Day break. A shared inquiry
discussion, or SID, is conducted by students almost exclusively; the teacher takes notes and
listens intently, assessing each student’s level and quality of engagement. The teacher only
participates in the discussion if the group has gotten off track, if a question has not been fully
answered by the group, or if there is a misunderstanding that the teacher can clear up simply so
the discussion can continue.

Prepare for an SID on the summer reading novel An American Marriage. As you read, take notes
on these questions and annotate and highlight your texts to assist you in the graded class
discussion. In your notes, you should include page numbers of specific textual references that
would be of use to you in your discussion—having the page numbers will assist you in finding
those quotes again during discussion. You do not need to write complete answers or even
complete sentences to any of these questions—simply take notes to aid you in a discussion.
These notes may be bullet points. Part of your discussion grade will reflect the thoroughness of
your notes.

1. Jones named her novel An American Marriage, a title which suggests this novel has
something specific to say about marriage in America. What do you think this novel is
saying about marriage? What makes the events of this novel specifically American?

2. For Celestial, it seems as if certain behaviors are expected of her as a woman and, even
more specifically, as a Black woman. What sort of expectations do we see her family and
Roy place on her? Are these expectations fair? Do you agree with how she responded to
them?

3. This story is told in three alternating perspectives: Celestial, Roy, and Andre. Was there a
certain perspective you responded more positively towards? How do you think you would
view these characters differently if the story was told only from Celestial’s point of view?
Or Roy’s?

4. In an interview Tayari Jones did for Book Riot, she said that before doing research for
this book, she was interested in prison reform. Now, she’s more interested in the work of
prison abolitionists because “I don’t see how our prison system is working for anyone—
not the people who have committed crimes, not the victims, not the tax payers. Nobody is
winning here.” Does this novel illustrate that perspective? Did reading this novel affect
your opinion on the American prison system?

!'Study Questions from Book Riot for Shared Inquiry Discussion (SID).


https://bookriot.com/2019/04/27/tayari-jones-independent-bookstore-day-interview/
https://bookriot.com/2019/09/08/an-american-marriage-book-club-questions/

5. This novel’s pacing is interesting in that it focuses in on specific moments of time for an
extended period, speeds through others through the exchange of letters, and skips over
periods of time entirely to move on to the next important moment. Why do you think
Jones chose the moments she did to write about in detail? What effect did the fast passage
of time have on the narrative?

6. There are so many beautiful insights about love and the nature of love in this novel. For
instance, Jones writes, “Love is the enemy of sound judgment, and occasionally this is in
service of the good.” Do you agree with this sentiment? How does love affect characters’
decisions in this novel?

7. Celestial starts a successful business creating poupées, or baby dolls. What do these dolls
symbolize for Celestial?

8. Without including a spoiler that would give away this plot point, Roy meets someone
incredibly important while he’s in prison. What do you think this added to the story? Did
it change Roy in any significant way, and if so, how?

9. How did you feel about the ending of this novel? Was it hopeful at all? Did you want
things to turn out differently for these characters, and if so, how? Is there a potential

ending that would have left Celestial, Roy, and Andre in a happy place?

10. Share a favorite quote from the book. Why does this quote stand out to you?



Participation Rubric

Grade

10

9

8

7

6

5 or Lower

Preparation

| come to every
discussion fully
prepared, with notes
and a marked or
annotated text.

| come to almost
every discussion
prepared, with
notes and a
marked or
annotated text.

| come to discussions
mostly, if not fully,
prepared with notes
and a marked or
annotated text.

| come to discussions
somewhat unprepared,
with few notes and no
marked or annotated
text.

| come to discussions
rarely prepared, with
few or no notes and
an unmarked text.

| come to discussions
completely unprepared
with little understanding
of the text and questions.

Participation
Level

| consistently play an
active role,

| occasionally play
an active role,

| participate
constructively in

When prepared, |
participate

| rarely participate and
offer little

| never participate.

demonstrating a deep | demonstrating a discussions, constructively in commentary.
knowledge of the text | good knowledge of | demonstrating a discussions,
and the questions. the text and the general knowledge of | demonstrating a
guestions. the text and the general knowledge of
questions. the text and the
questions.
Participation | consistently offer | occasionally offer | | make relevant | offer some analysis | offer little | offer no commentary
Quality enough solid analysis, | solid analysis, comments based on but need prompting commentary and and demonstrate an on-
without prompting, to | without prompting, | the assigned from the discussion always need going noticeable lack of
move the to move the material. leader. prompting from the interest in the material.
conversation forward. | conversation discussion leader.
forward.
Interaction | actively support, | make a sincere | offer limited | offer virtually no | do not interact with | belittle or mock my
with Peers engage, and listen to effort to engage interaction with my interaction with my my peers. peers.
my peers. with my peers. peers. peers.
Overall Group dynamic and Group dynamic and | Group dynamic and Group dynamic and Group dynamic and Group dynamic and level

Contribution
and Impact to
the Class

level of discussion are
consistently better
because of my
presence.

level of discussion
are often better
because of my
presence.

level of discussion
are occasionally
better because of my
presence.

level of discussion are
not affected by my
presence.

level of discussion are
not harmed by my
presence.

of discussion are
significantly harmed by
my presence.

(as adopted from the Duke University/UVA/and Villanova University Centers for Teaching and the Intel Teach Program)




Shared Inquiry Guidelines and Rubric

Students: Here are the general guidelines for participating in a shared inquiry discussion. On
the flip side of this sheet, you will find the rubric that will be used to assess your participation.

Guidelines for Participating:

e Come prepared. Bring notes and your annotated text.

e Participate, participate, participate!

e Relate your comments to the text or its themes.

e Back up evidence from the text.

e Try to comment on someone else’s previous statement before you give yours.
e Personal stories should have a direct connection to the text.

e Keep discussion alive by asking open-ended, thought-provoking questions.

e Disagree with comments, not individuals. Never put anyone down.

e Use your speaking time fairly (contribute but do not control).



