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First Year Summer Reading


Summer reading is a program designed for students to read books during their time off from school. In reality, students don’t like to do school activities during the summer until it’s necessary, for example the last week of their vacation. They wouldn’t give up their free time to read books when they can just simply go outside and hang out with friends or just pick up a controller and watch television. So what difference does it make if a summer reading assignment was assigned to the first year class? Pursuing this idea is not worth it at all because students could care less what they have to read for the summer. One could simply just look up a summary online or read detailed breakt
hroughs of the book. Especially with no grades associated with the book, it is unlikely for a student on vacation to pick up a thick, mundane book to read for pleasure.

As a summer reading assignment for the incoming class of 2016 at Holy Cross, students were expected to read How to live, or a life of Montaigne, by Sarah Bakewell. Montaigne is considered to be one of the most influential writers of the French Renaissance. Sarah Bakewell ado
pts some of his ideas and posed them as answers to the question of how one should live. She relates Montaigne’s ideas to his own life, stating the events that had affected Montaigne’s way of thinking. However, I did not think that this book was a successful choice for a first year summer reading assignment.

This book lays out twenty plausible answers to the question of how one should live. Although learning Montaigne’s ideas and way of thinking could be beneficial for some, it does not affect every reader. In today’s social media, one could find the message presented within this book inside a movie or a search engine online. This book has only presented common knowledge and may not be as effective for first year students to get an outlook on their life.

Bakewell introduces each attempt at an answer with one of Montaigne’s ideas and then expl
ained it through his life. The repetition of this format cycles throughout the entire book. There was no surprise factor because the readers’ expectations had quickly adapted to her writing style. She lays out an idea and then explains how this idea came to mind from point A to point B, using Montaigne’s experience as a lifeline. Bakewell fails to elaborate on some of Montaigne’s encounters within the book. She did not allow the reader to draw their own opinions through each encounter but rather bluntly lays out her own opinion and rushes to the next topic. This book was more of an instruction manual to Sarah Bakewell’s opinions rather than Montaigne’s ide
as.

“On Cannibals”, written by Montaigne, was much more interesting than Bakewell’s How to live. Montaigne’s “On Cannibals” presented a stronger idea than those projected by Bakewell. “On Cannibals” presented an idea that one should not be too quick to judge, based upon an outsider’s view. This idea of quick judgment could change the way students think or feel towards a specific topic that was overlooked before.  Sarah Bakewell’s book surpasses Montaigne’s essay in length but her presentation of Montaigne’s ideas were weak. With the information I had received about How to live, I thought it might be interesting. I have not been exposed to a philosopher’s way of life and thought it might be worth the time to explore Montaigne’s world. But instead, I found parts of his world and Bakewell’s excessive comm
ents.

�Word choice – I'm not exactly sure what you meant here, but “breakthrough” is not it.


�Verb tense agreement problem – this is present tense, but then you use “posed” (past tense) later.  These should be in the same tense.  


�First verb is “introduces” (present tense), so use “explains” here


�You might get that impression from a quick scan of Bakewell's book.  But if you read deeper, you would see that everything she is saying has its roots in one or another of Montaigne's essays.  I don't think that is really a fair criticism.  


�Chung, 





   I appreciate your honesty here.  It's what I asked for and your opinion comes through loud and clear.  





   But I have to say that it sounds as though you rejected the whole idea of a summer reading without really giving it a chance.  I hope you approach your work here at the College differently from the way you approached that assignment and also differently from what you said were alternatives to doing the summer reading. Just “look[ing] up a summary online” or looking for “message[s] presented within … book[s] inside a movie or a search engine online” is going to mean that you cut yourself off from experiencing some of the main goals of the education here at the College – serious engagement with the ideas of people who have gone before us (in their own words).  





This is also quite a bit short of the 3 to 5 pages I asked for.
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