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Race, Policy, and Law - 11th Grade Summer Assignment 
 

Below are the instructions for the RPL summer assignment for the 2018-19 school year. It is a two 
part assignment, and you are required to complete both parts. The writing connected with this assignment 
is due on the first day of school, Monday, August 13. If you have any questions about the assignment, 
please email me before July 22 at katherine.giffune@ousd.org. Have a fantastic summer!  
 

Part One: Reading 
 

For this part of the assignment, you will read the book Between the World and Me, by Ta-Nehisi Coates, a 
contemporary author and journalist praised for investigating the complexities of the African American 
experience. For instance, within the first ten pages, he writes, “Perhaps there has been, at some point in 
history, some great power whose elevation was exempt from the violent exploitation of other human 
bodies. If there has been, I have yet to discover it. But this banality of violence can never excuse America, 
because America makes no claim to the banal. America believes itself exceptional, the greatest and 
noblest nation ever to exist, a lone champion standing between the white city of democracy and the 
terrorists, despots, barbarians, and other enemies of civilization” (Coates 8). 
 
Please read this entire text, which was written in the form of an eight-part letter to Coates’ son. You can 
get the text from the book room by Thursday, June 7. 
 
Part Two: Writing 
 
Choose five of the following questions or prompts to respond to. We will use these questions and prompts 
as a guide to begin the year. The written portion of this assignment is due on Monday, August 13. 
 

1. Between the World and Me has been called a book about race, but the author argues that race “is 
the child of racism, not the father.”  The idea of race has been so important in the history of 
America and in the self-identification of its people—and racial designations have literally marked 
the difference between life and death in many instances.  Do you agree with Coates’ statement on 
race, or do you disagree? Why?  
 

2. Fear shapes much of Coates’s sense of himself and the world. “When I was your age,” Coates 
writes to his son, “the only people I knew were black, and all of them were powerfully, adamantly, 
dangerously afraid.” Is this kind of fear inevitable?  Can you relate to his experience? Why or why 
not? 
 

3. Why do you think Coates chose to write his book in the form of a letter, which is a private and 
intimate form of writing?  Did the form of a letter between father and his son make you feel closer 
to the material or kept at a distance?  
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4. Coates is adamant that he is a writer, not an activist, but critics have argued that he should be 
offering more solutions and trying harder to affect real change in American race relations instead 
of just writing about what he has seen and experienced. Do you think he holds any sort of 
responsibility like this? Why or why not? 
 

5. Some critics have argued that Between the World and Me lacks adequate representation of black 
women’s experiences. In her otherwise positive Los Angeles Times review, Rebecca Carroll 
writes: “What is less fine is the near-complete absence of black women throughout the book.” Do 
you think that the experience of women is present in this book?  Do you think Coates had an 
obligation to include more stories of black women in the text?  
 

6. While much of the book concerns fear and the haunting effects of violence, it also has moments 
where Coates explores moments of joy and his blossoming understanding of the meaning of love. 
What is the effect of including both moments of love and joy and moments of violence and fear?  
 

7. Do you think Between the World and Me ends on a hopeful note? Why or why not? If not, what 
are you left with at the end of the book?  If so, hope in what?  
 

8. Imagine that you are person Coates is actually writing to; write a one-page letter in response to 
one of his points. Feel free to draw on and reference personal experiences.  
 

9. Part of Coates’ motivation for writing was to communicate something emotionally difficult and 
historically complex to someone he cares deeply about. Write your own one-page letter to a person 
in your own life that addresses a similarly complex or difficult topic.  


