
Food as a Cornerstone of Culture  
AP English Language & Composition 

2020-2021 Summer Reading 
 

While this assignment will be due the third week of school, we strongly encourage you to complete it over the summer and 

have it finished on day 1. Why? For any and all of these reasons: 
 

• AP Lang is a rigorous class that should be taken only by serious readers and writers. If you are not serious enough about 

this subject to invest time in reading a short memoir and watching a 4-part docuseries over the course of 2 months, then 

Lang may not be a good fit for you. 

• Given these new summer reading assignment stipulations, you are going to be hit with a lot of required reading for your 

various classes starting on day 1. If you wait until school starts to engage with any of your classwork, you are going to be 

drowning in required reading and chastising your past self for not making better choices. 

• Honestly, what else are you doing over the summer? Do you have so many quarantine plans that you can’t get some 

reading done? I think not. 

 

Welcome to AP Language and Composition! The following texts are 

your summer reading/watching assignment. We enjoyed them and 

believe that they will be an excellent way to start our writing and 

discussion in the fall. You will have a series of assessments on these texts 

when you return to school. This course focuses primarily on rhetoric 

and the role it plays in communication. Knowing this, you should read 

and watch the following texts with the purpose of looking at the author’s 

and filmmaker’s central purposes and the linguistic, structural, and 

argumentative choices they employ to achieve these purposes. This is a 

great opportunity to give us a good first impression of you as a student! 

 

1. Read and annotate Stealing Buddha’s Dinner by Bich Minh Nguyen 
As a Vietnamese girl coming of age in Grand Rapids, Michigan, Nguyen is filled with a rapacious hunger for American identity, and in 

the pre-PC-era Midwest (where the Jennifers and Tiffanys reign supreme), the desire to belong transmutes into a passion for 

American food. More exotic- seeming than her Buddhist grandmother's traditional specialties, the campy, preservative-filled "delicacies" 

of mainstream America capture her imagination.  

 

This text will serve as an introduction to one of this course’s most fundamental questions: what defines American 

identity? Nguyen’s piece explores that very issue through the context of distinctly American foods and the role those 

foods play in helping her find her place in American culture. 

 

2. View and take notes on Cooked, a Netflix series  
Explored through the lenses of the four natural elements – fire, water, air and earth – Cooked is an enlightening and compelling look 

at the evolution of what food means to us through the history of food preparation and its universal ability to connect us. Highlighting 

our primal human need to cook, the series urges a return to the kitchen to reclaim our lost traditions and to forge a deeper, more 

meaningful connection to the ingredients and cooking techniques that we use to nourish ourselves. 

 

Continuing your exploration of food as a cornerstone of culture and identity, watch this 4-part docuseries on Netflix, and 

take notes while you do so. Be sure to bring your notes to class along with your copy of Stealing Buddha’s Dinner. Note 

that although this series is based on a book, reading the book is not what’s required for this assignment. As part of this 

course, we will explore visual rhetoric, so within your notes, you should include interesting visual choices Pollan makes 

and what those choices seem intended to do. Yes, you need to watch all 4 episodes.  

 

Since film is a medium you are probably relatively unfamiliar with analyzing, here is a list of questions to guide your 

viewing and note-taking: 



• What is the filmmaker’s purpose and central argument? In other words, why do you think they bothered to make the film? What 

should your takeaway as a viewer be? *Hint: their purpose is not just to entertain you. 

• What specific details (visuals, dialogue, structure, etc.) support your conclusion to the previous question? 

• What images are selected? How they are presented on screen, and what is the effect of animation/graphics? 

• How often/long are images presented?  

• Are specific shots repeated?  

• Does there seem to be something strange going on with camera angles?  

• What about sequence of events? Are things presented chronologically? Out of order? What reasoning might the filmmakers have 

for these choices? 

• The central question is this: How do the filmmakers utilize the tools at their disposal to advance their argument? 

• What connections does this film have to Stealing Buddha’s Dinner? *Hint: Your answer should be something more extensive and 

thoughtful than, “They both deal with food.” 

• How does your viewing of this film enhance, contradict, or otherwise relate to your reading of Stealing Buddha’s Dinner? How is 

experiencing the two pieces together more meaningful than reading/viewing them separately? 

• Do these two texts have differing arguments? If so, how do they differ?  

 

As you watch, actively take notes. These notes are essentially your annotations for this text. It would be a good idea to make 

note of time makers when you notice something significant about the film. 

 

***Expect a series of assessments over both of these texts upon your return*** 

 

Frequently Asked Questions (Please read these before emailing us.) 
Q: Is there a specific edition of Stealing Buddha’s Dinner that I should purchase? 

A: No. Any edition is be fine, but it must be a hard copy rather than an eBook edition. 
 

Q: Can I read Stealing Buddha’s Dinner on my Kindle or Nook? 

A: Nope. You need a hard copy, so you can handwrite your annotations. Trust us: this will make for a deeper and more thorough reading. 
 

Q: Can I do my annotations on another sheet of paper instead of in the book? 

A: No. The point of annotating is that you’re interacting directly with the text itself by responding to it in the margins. If you are borrowing 

your copy of the text, make your annotations on sticky notes. 
 

Q: Can you tell me what the assessments we’re going to have upon our return are? 

A: Nope. But there will be more than one, and it will be abundantly clear to us if you’ve done a careless or halfhearted reading . 
 

Q: What should I bring on the first day of school? 

A: Your annotated copy of Stealing Buddha’s Dinner and your notes on Cooked. 
 

Q: Will our annotations be taken for a grade? 

A: Maybe. This is up to the discretion of your teacher. Assume so. 
 

Q: I don’t have Netflix. Can I watch Cooked with a friend? 

A: Sure. Just be sure that you are each taking your own, individual notes. 
 

Q: My friend took Lang last year; can I just use their copy? 

A: No, no, no. A thousand times NO. See plagiarism note below. 

If you have any further questions about these assignments, contact one of us: 

 

Ms. Carla Boudreaux: boudreaux@fultonschools.org 

Mr. David White: whitedp@fultonschools.org  

Ms. Kathy Smith: smithK4@fultonschools.org  

Chattahoochee High School has a zero-tolerance policy for plagiarism. Plagiarism will result in 

an Honor Code violation, a zero on the assignment, and potentially other consequences. 
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