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Rhetoric School (Entering Grades 9–10)


Summer Reading


Rhetoric School students are required read TWO books this summer and complete ONE short 
project. 

A goal of classical Christian education is not to shield you from the sin and brokenness of this world, 
but to train you to see it clearly, name it rightly, and engage it faithfully — as a Gospel-oriented 
disciple of Jesus Christ who lives in repentance and faith as though face-to-face with God at all 
times. Both books this summer ask hard questions about power, virtue, and what it means to be 
human. Read carefully. Think deeply. 

The Emperor’s Handbook  by Marcus Aurelius

Translated by C. Scott Hicks & David V. Hicks  ·  ISBN 978-0743233835

Marcus Aurelius was Emperor of Rome — the most powerful man in the world. He was also a man 
at war with himself, trying to become good. The Meditations (here titled The Emperor’s Handbook) 
was never meant to be published. It is his private notebook: a record of what he wanted to hold 
onto, return to, and be formed by. In other words, it is the most famous Commonplace Book in 
history, and you will be reading a man’s soul. 

Reading Lens — come to this book with these questions open as you read:

• What does Marcus return to again and again? What does a man in his position need to keep 

reminding himself of, and why? 
• Where do you see virtue? Where do you see the struggle for it? Is virtue enough — or does 

Marcus sense that something is missing? 
• What does he believe about God, about death, about the soul? Where does this align with the 

Christian faith, and where does it fall short? 
• Which passage most surprised you? Which passage most challenged you or made you think? 

These questions are not a quiz, they are more like reading glasses. Read through them, keeping 
them in mind. 

Animal Farm  by George Orwell 
Recommended edition: Signet Classics (NAL/Penguin)  ·  ISBN 978-0451526342 
Animal Farm is a short novel — most students finish it in two or three sittings. But it is not a simple 
book. Orwell wrote it as an allegory about the Russian Revolution and the rise of totalitarianism, but 
its real subject is permanent and human: the way power corrupts, the way language is weaponized, 
the way idealism sours into oppression, and the way ordinary creatures — good, simple, and 
trusting — are used and discarded. You will encounter dishonesty, and cruelty. You will also 
encounter loyalty, courage, and dignity. 

The Signet Classics paperback is widely available and inexpensive. It includes Orwell’s own preface, 
“The Freedom of the Press,” which was suppressed at publication. In it, Orwell explains exactly what 
he was doing and why it was dangerous to say it. Read the preface. It will change how you read the 
book. 

SUMMER READING ASSIGNMENT #1:  The Emperor’s Handbook

SUMMER READING ASSIGNMENT #2:  Animal Farm

Pursue wisdom. Read well. Live faithfully.
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Reading Lens — come to this book with these questions open as you read: 
• Who holds power in this story, and how did they get it? How do they keep it? What do they 

sacrifice — or make others sacrifice — to maintain it? 
• Which characters are virtuous? Does their virtue protect them, or make them more 

vulnerable? Which characters are vicious? Does their vice reward them? 
• What do the animals believe about freedom? Does what they believe match what is actually 

true? Who controls what they are allowed to believe — and how? 

You may notice that these two books speak to each other. Marcus Aurelius and the pigs of Animal 
Farm are both in positions of power. Both face the question of how power is used — and what it 
costs. Let the books talk to each other. That is what reading well looks like. 

A minimum of twelve entries  ·  Bring your book on the first day of school 
For centuries, scholars, poets, and statesmen kept a Commonplace Book — a personal collection of 
words worth keeping. Not a journal of feelings, not a summary of what they read, but a treasury: 
lines that stopped them cold, truths they wanted to carry, wisdom they didn’t want to lose. You have 
just read the most famous Commonplace Book in history. Now you will keep your own. 

What can you put in it? Anything that holds real value to you: 
• A passage from The Emperor’s Handbook or Animal Farm that stopped you 
• A verse of Scripture that you want to hold close 
• Something a parent, coach, or teacher told you that was true 
• A line from a novel, a poem, or a song lyric that is genuinely wise 
• An observation you made about life that you don’t want to forget 

Each entry should have three parts: 
• The words themselves — copied carefully and exactly 
• The source — where it came from (book, person, song, Scripture reference) 
• A brief note in your own words (1–3 sentences): Why did you write this down? What does it 

mean to you right now? 

The only rule is that it must be worth keeping. The test is simple: would you want to read this again 
in ten years? If you do not already have a Commonplace Book, purchase one this summer. A quality 
journal works well — something you would actually want to keep. This is not a disposable spiral. 
You are beginning something you may carry for years. 

Choose ONE of the four options below  ·  Due on the first day of school 
After finishing Animal Farm, you will produce one response. You choose the form. Each option has 
a different shape; none is easier than the others. Choose the one that suits how you think and what 
you want to say. 

ONGOING PRACTICE:  Your Commonplace Book

SUMMER READING PROJECT:  Your Response to Animal Farm

Pursue wisdom. Read well. Live faithfully.
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Option A — Written Reflection 
1–2 pages. Choose one character from Animal Farm and make a case for why they are the most 
significant character in the book — not necessarily the most likable, but the most important to 
understand. What does their arc reveal about power, virtue, or the human condition? Use specific 
moments from the text. 

Option B —Specific Passage Extended Reflection  
Find the single passage in Animal Farm that hit you hardest — the line or moment you won’t forget.. 
Then write a full paragraph — at least 1-2 pages  — explaining why this passage matters. What does 
it name that is true? What does it make you think about? 

Option C — Creative Response 
Write a short piece of 1–2 pages in one of the following forms: (a) a letter from one character to 
another, written after the events of the novel; (b) a “missing chapter” — a scene that could exist in 
the book but doesn’t; or (c) a brief allegory of your own using animals or other figures to explore a 
truth about power, virtue, or corruption in our own time. Creative responses are evaluated on clarity 
of thought, not prose perfection. 

Option D — Visual Response or One-Pager 
Create a hand-drawn map, diagram, or visual that traces the arc of power and virtue in Animal 
Farm. Who has power at each stage of the story? Who is virtuous? Do those overlap? Include a 
written key and at least one paragraph for each element explaining what your visual reveals about 
the book’s argument. 

Summary of Assignments 

Assignment Due

Read The Emperor’s Handbook (Hicks translation) First day of school

Commonplace Book — minimum 12 entries with source & 
note

First day of school — bring the physical 
book

Read Animal Farm (Signet Classics, including Orwell’s 
preface)

First day of school

Animal Farm project — your choice of Option A, B, C, or D First day of school

Pursue wisdom. Read well. Live faithfully.
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Oak Hill Classical School 

Rhetoric School Summer Reading Completion Form 

Student Name: _______________________________________________________ 

As part of their summer preparation for Rhetoric School courses, students are asked to complete the 
following: 

• Read The Emperor’s Handbook (Hicks & Hicks translation) in full 
• Keep a Commonplace Book with a minimum of twelve entries (each with source and personal 

note) 
• Read Animal Farm (Signet Classics) in full, including Orwell’s preface 
• Complete ONE project response (Option A, B, C, or D) on Animal Farm 

By signing below, we confirm that the student has completed both summer reading assignments in 
full, has made a minimum of twelve Commonplace Book entries, and has completed the project as 
described. 

Please submit this signed form along with your project on the first day of school. 
Thank you for your commitment to growing in wisdom and love for God and others this summer.

Assignment #1: The Emperor’s Handbook  ·  Hicks & Hicks translation

Commonplace Book 
entries:

_______ entries completed (minimum 12)

Assignment #2: Animal Farm  ·  George Orwell  ·  Signet Classics

Project Option chosen: □ Option A    □ Option B    □ Option C    □ Option D

Student Signature:  

Date:  

Parent / Guardian Signature:  

Date:  

Pursue wisdom. Read well. Live faithfully.


