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David Foster Wallace (1962 – 2008) was an American author most well  
known for his 1,100-page fiction novel Infinite Jest.  His many nonfiction 
works include critically praised book reviews, pop culture and political 
commentaries, a history of mathematical infinity, and essays on topics 
ranging from Maine lobster festivals through pornography industry 
awards to obscure professional tennis players.  He is widely considered 
to have been one of the most linguistically brilliant, innovative, and 
profound writers of his generation. 
 

This 1997 collection of essays aptly demonstrates Wallace’s unique blend 
of sweeping, razor-sharp observations, compellingly deep thoughts, and 
an almost musical flair for language and storytelling.

 
 

Assignment 
 

1. This summer assignment centers on the analyses that you will conduct in November as part of the IB Individual Oral Commentary 
(IOC), a twenty-minute recorded oral exam.  This book will be covered in the ten-minute discussion portion of that exam.  You may wish 
to start this assignment in August so that your recollection will be fresh in September.  A strong grasp of the work will be critical to your 
meaningful participation in class and your academic performance in assessments, right from the beginning of the year.     
 

You must read the title essay, “A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again,” which recounts Wallace’s thoughts and experiences on a 
seven-day luxury cruise vacation.  If you wish, you are free to read other essays in the book – except for “Getting Away From Already 
Being Pretty Much Away From It All” as well as This is Water, the other Wallace text on our booklist; we will be reading both in class. 
 

As you read the title essay, note at least two (2) examples each of at least eight (8) different literary conventions.  These conventions 
should include both linguistic devices such as allusion, metaphor, hyperbole, or onomatopoeia as well as narrative elements such as 
conflict, irony, paradox, or symbolism.  Of course, those conventions are mere examples; you are free to note any literary conventions 
that you have ever studied.  Keep in mind that motifs and themes are important literary conventions; thus, counting as part of your eight 
(8) conventions, track at least two (2) major motifs or themes throughout the essay.  
 

You may mark these conventions directly in the text margins or on Post-It notes.  For each convention, jot down a few points addressing: 
A) what the convention and its use demonstrates about Wallace’s intent or skill; and B) the effect(s) of the convention on you, your 
reading experience, or on other literary conventions, such as characterization, mood, or a particular motif.  Be sure that the conventions 
that you address are not all found in one part of the essay; they should, instead, range from the beginning through the middle to the end, 
demonstrating your complete experience with the work.  
 

 
 

2. After you read the essay, answer two discussion questions of the kind that you will be asked during the IOC.  You must choose at least 
one question from the following list.  For your second question, you may choose another from the list or you may write the question  
yourself – as long as you write a question that approximates the analytical depth of the six given questions.   
 

• Explain two cultural aspects that have the strongest impact on the writer’s story.  
• Is there any person in the work, other than the writer, whose presence you find to be forceful or memorable?  Why? 
• Explain a concern or insight as to the writer’s response or attitude to a particular place, person, or idea in the work.  
• Which literary convention does the writer most prominently or compellingly employ, and how? 
• Explain any contradiction or paradox that you find in the work. 
• Explain that character or scene to which you most closely relate. 

 

Answer both questions via video recordings that clearly show you looking into the camera as you speak as well as the workspace in front 
of you, demonstrating that – as in the IOC – you are not using the book, notes, or any other materials at all.  To show that you have 
completed this assignment at a thoughtful, unrushed pace, answer your two questions in separate videos, recorded on different days. 
 

State the question at the beginning of each video.  Your answer should take between forty-five (45) and sixty (60) seconds, maximum, and 
be supported by specific details – and at least one quotation – from the text, as well as at least two (2) references to the use, purposes, or 
effects of particular literary conventions.  Ideally, you will marshal this textual support, as with your annotations, from the beginning, 
the middle, and the end of the essay.   
 

Your videos will be assessed based on the sixty (60) -second time limit as well as using the relevant criteria inquiries from the IOC rubric: 

• How much knowledge and understanding does the student show of the work studied? 
 • How effectively does the student respond to the question? 
 • How clear, varied, and accurate is the student’s language?  How appropriate is the choice of register and style? 

Note: “Register” refers to vocabulary, tone, sentence structure, and terminology appropriate to the assessment. 
 

 
 

3. You must also write a complete draft of your main college essay. 
 

 
 

Bring your annotated book to class on the first day of school; at that time, be prepared to submit your video files and college essay draft 
as well as to answer a third IOC question, for assessment, in front of the class.  If you have any questions about this summer assignment, 
contact Mr. Wiesenfeld at mwiesenfeld@dwight.edu.  In the meantime, have a relaxing, rejuvenating summer.  


