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Pre-Assessment—Lydia Davis’ “The Sock” 

Note: The following questions can be used to guide a closer reading of the text. For this first assessment, allow students to write what they know for each response to gauge their understanding. Come back to the story further into the unit and reflect on how much students have learned and what they are still not sure about. 

1. What is the initial conflict in the story? How does this relate to the main pressure on the narrator? 

2. Describe the point of view of the story. What is the perspective? 

3. How effective is the dialogue? Explain.

4. How effective is the setting of the story? Explain. 

5. What details were particularly effective and why? 

6. What words were particularly effective and why? 

7. What sentences sound good and why? 

8. How long are the events of the story?  

Sample Answers:  

1. The initial conflict is the visit from the ex-husband and his new wife. The main pressure on the narrator comes from the fact that her husband is remarried, so the visit is an extension of that pressure, just as the articles left behind are towards the end of the story. Note: The temptation may be for students to say the remarriage is the initial conflict since it literally comes first, however, looking at the sequence of events, the visit is what prompts the initial conflict, the start of the story, the reason for telling the story. 

2. The point of view is first-person limited-omniscient.

3. There is no dialogue in the story, so this question does not apply. Note:  It is important that students face this question to promote the discussion of what makes a short story. Does every story have to have dialogue? What is accomplished by the absence of dialogue? Etc. It will help them understand that each story operates on its own terms. 

4. The few setting details are particularly effective. The narrator lives on the beach (“walk up slowly from the beach”) near a city (The mother flew in “from another city”). The first is significant because the narrator’s home becomes a vacation spot for the ex-husband, a place of relaxation, which is the opposite of what the visit becomes for the narrator. The separation from the city is also important because of the larger separation between the narrator and her ex-husband. Later they go out to eat at a restaurant in “the eastern part of the city in a Vietnamese ghetto, by the massage parlors, and none of us really knew this city.” The narrator is in unfamiliar territory, both in terms of the ghetto and the city, just as the experience of meeting the new wife is new territory. The last description, the one of the articles left behind, sitting “on one counter of the kitchen and then another” suggests the set-up of the house, (the kind that would have multiple counters) and it also develops the theme that harmony exists in pairs. The story also gives the description of the state of the narrator’s house, “I was forgetting the way she would look at the inside of my house and how I would clean the worst of it while she watched,” suggesting disorder or at the very least an insecurity with the order of her house and herself. 

5. In terms of effective details, there are many to choose from. Reflecting about the different experiences with her husbands’ socks, the narrator describes his feet “like two halves of a fruit.” This develop the theme that harmony exists in pairs, such as it would with a pair of socks, a couple, etc. It also suggests that the two halves go together (two halves make a whole), much in the way the narrator possibly feels her and her ex-husband go together. The choice to use fruit is also significant since it is typically something fresh, natural. You could even go so far as to talk about the distinction between singular and plural, ‘a fruit’ being that it is not just any fruit or every fruit, but a specific, unique one, which could be applied to the perception of the relationship with the ex-husband. 

6. In the first paragraph, the narrator says she feels “bony” next to the new wife, literally describing the difference between their physical appearances, setting up the continual contrast, as well as implying the absence of something (when you see a bone, it is usually missing what it would normally be attached to). 

7. One example would be when “They would walk up slowly from the beach to my house and shower there, and later walk away clean in the evening with my son between them, hand in hand.” Have students listen to the rhythm of the sentence; there are several alliterations, ‘would walk’ ‘walk away’ hand in hand’ and assonances, ‘clean…evening’, ‘house...shower’ that contribute to the sound of the sentence. 

8. The story takes place in about a year, indicated by the ex-husband visiting “last summer.” The story chooses to focus most of its time on the visit, in particular the night the narrator gave her husband the sock. The story gives brief descriptions to fill in the days before and after. The compression of the story is important since it qualifies this as flash-fiction. The goal with this kind of writing is to pack as many details into a short space as possible. 

