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The Secret Life of Bees by Sue Monk Kidd 

 
DO NOT watch the movie. You will not be able to effectively complete this assignment 

without reading the book. 

 

 The summer reading assignment for this class is due on the first day of class. A 

printout of the assignment must be handed in on the first day of class; late 

work will receive a grade of 0. 

 The assignment must be available as a Word or text document; this will be 

submitted to Turnitin.com during the first week of class to check for plagiarism. 

This means the assignment must be typed. If there is evidence of plagiarism, 

you will receive a grade of 0 for this assignment. 

 Remember to annotate your book as you read. Take notes in the margins or 

on post-it-notes. Underline or highlight important quotes. Identify literary 

devices. 

 
Assignment: The assignment is two-fold. 

 

1. While you are reading, keep a dialectical journal. The “dialectic” was the method 

Socrates used to teach his students how to be actively engaged in the struggle to 

derive meaning from an unfamiliar and challenging work. In a dialectical journal, 

you will divide your paper into two columns. One column is labeled TEXT; the 

other RESPONSE. As you read, identify certain passages that cause you to stop 

and respond to what you are reading. Look for quotes which reveal character, 

suggest an important theme (author’s message), or address a motif (a recurring image 

or symbol). 

A list of possible themes and motifs: 
 

The Secret Life of Bees 

• The value of the quest or journey 
 

• The universal need for love 
 

• Self determination/self identity 
 

• Social equality/race relations 



• The political setting 
 

• Family ties 
 

• The Black Madonna 
 

• The bees 
 

• The box of Lily’s mother’s secret treasures 
 

• Mothers and Daughters 
 

• The Wailing Wall 
 

• Death gives way to life 

 

In addition to focusing on these topics, you can choose a quote that: 

• reveals a significant trait of a character 

• contributes to the tone (author’s attitude toward subject matter) of the novel 

Or, you can: 

• make a connection to something in your own life or experience 

(This reminds me of because ) 

• ask a question 

• make a prediction 

• make a comparison to today’s culture and attitudes 

 
Requirements: 

 
For the RESPONSE column, you have several ways to respond to a text: 

 Raise questions about the beliefs and values implied in the text 
 Give your personal reactions to the passage 
 Discuss the words, ideas, or actions of the author or character 
 Tell what it reminds you of from your own experiences 
 Write about what it makes you think or feel 
 Argue with or speak to the characters or author 
 Your commentary must focus on interpretation or analysis; no summary. 

 Identify the literary device (symbol, imagery, metaphor, personification) 

explaining its significance. 
 Quotations must include a context (tell what’s happening at that point in the story) 

as well as the chapter and page number. 



You are required to have at least twenty passages with corresponding responses. Be sure the 

passages are representative of the entire book. In other words, twenty passages taken only from 

the first few chapters or even the last few chapters will not be acceptable. 

 
Each text and response combination will be worth four (5) points for a total of 100 points for this 

assignment. Points will be deducted on the TEXT side for failure to document accurately and 

completely according to the model provided. Points will be deducted on the RESPONSE side 

for superficiality and incompleteness. Each response must be at least 40 words in length. 
 

 

2. You will choose three quotes from your dialectical journal that relate to 

character or symbolism. In a well-written essay, explain its significance and how 

it relates to the theme(s) of the novel. Your introductory paragraph should 

clearly state the theme(s) to which you will relate these ideas. Please follow MLA 

formatting. 
 

 

 

Good Luck! See you in August. 

 

 

Examples to use for Journals Responses: 
Below are a few sample entries to use as a guide. 

Text Response 
Ch. 1, pg. 1 - “The bees came the summer of 1964, 
the summer I turned fourteen and my life went spinning 
off into a whole new orbit, and I mean whole new orbit. 
Looking back on it now, I want to say they showed up 
like the angel Gabriel appearing to the Virgin Mary, 
setting events in motion I could never have guessed.” 

 

Ch. 1, pt. 2 - “Rosaleen had worked for us since my 
mother died. My daddy—who I called T. Ray because 
“Daddy” never fit him—had pulled her out of the peach 
orchard, where she’d worked as one of the pickers… 
Rosaleen had never had a child herself, so for the last 
ten years I’d been her pet guinea pig.” 

 

Ch. 1, pg. 19 - This is the moment Lily is telling 
her father what she remembers of her mother’s last 
moments. “I wanted so much to grab on his leg, 
to feel him reach down and lift me to his chest, 
but I couldn’t move, and neither could he.” 

 

Ch. 8, pg. 156 - Lily wants to accompany Zach on his 
home deliveries. “August knocked over her sweet tea, 
a thing so unlike her. You did not associate spills with 
August. May for sure, but not August.” 

This paragraph indicates the setting, the summer of 
1964, when the author was a 14 year old girl. She is 
religious (as per the biblical allusions) and something 
profound happened to her that put her in a “whole new 
orbit.” I wonder what the bees had to do with the 
profound change in her life. 

 

Lily was not close to her father and since her mother’s 
death she has been reared by a childless black woman, 
a former peach picker, who used Lily as her “pet 
guinea pig” for the last ten years. I wonder how this 
affected Lily’s view of black people. 

 

This quote shows Lily’s need to be loved. Even though 
her father has been distant and even cruel, she still 
longs for his love. Both of her parents are absent—he 
mother physically and her father emotionally. 

 

This passage reveals the fact that August is extremely 
nervous with the idea of Lily going out in public with 
Zack. August’s usually calm and controlled demeanor 
is shaken by Lily’s request. This may foreshadow 
something negative happening if Lily does go with 
Zack. 


