
Book Review Format

What You Need to Know

1. A book critique is not a book summary;
2. A book critique is not a book synopsis—it is different from what you wrote for other teachers;

3. A book critique is not simply your opinion of whether or not the book is good or bad;

4. A book critique is not what you find on the book jacket or Amazon.com or other book-selling websites.

What Else You Need to Know
1. A book critique is a literary analysis of the book you have chosen;

2. A book critique is your opinion about what the author is communicating through the book and how he or she does so;

3. A book critique does require you to address the literary elements of the novel, not just provide a plot summary.
Therefore, Your Critique Should Have . . .
1. a title;
2. a bibliographic heading in MLA format for the book;

3. an introduction paragraph that provides some type of background for your discussion of the novel (this could include a biographical note about the author (properly cited), a summary of the novel, or background information of some kind related to the novel);

4. a thesis that makes a literary judgment about the novel which must include both a statement of theme and an indication of the primary literary element(s) used to convey that theme;

5. body paragraphs with ample use of quotes and details that reflect both the theme identified and the literary elements used to do so;

6. a conclusion that revisits your thesis and provides closure to your critique.

Sample Thesis
Through symbolism and visual imagery, Edith Wharton conveys both the starkness of Ethan Frome’s life and environment and the essential isolation that is endemic to the human condition.
The following format will be used for the Book Review we will be doing this semester.  A more detailed description of this format can be found at the website for “How to Get Started Reading a Book to Review it” and “How to Write Critical Reviews of Nonfiction Works” <http://writing.wisc.edu/Handbook/ CriNonfiction.html>.
	What is a review of literature?
	The format of a review of literature may vary from discipline to discipline and from assignment to assignment.

A review may be a self-contained unit -- an end in itself -- or a preface to and rationale for engaging in primary research. A review is a required part of grant and research proposals and often a chapter in theses and dissertations.

Generally, the purpose of a review is to analyze critically a segment of a published body of knowledge through summary, classification, and comparison of prior research studies, reviews of literature, and theoretical articles.


I.  Introduction:  

A.  Introduce your review appropriately.  Identify the author, the title, the main topic or issue presented in the book, and the author's purpose in writing the book.  

B.  Explain Relationships.  Establish your position as the reviewer (your thesis about the author's thesis).  As you write, consider the following questions:

· What type of book is this?  (Is the book a memoir, a treatise, a collection of facts, an extended argument, etc.?  Is the article a documentary, a write-up of primary research, a position paper, etc.)? 

· Who is the author?  What does the preface or foreword tell you about the author's purpose, background, and credentials?  What is the author's approach to the topic (as a journalist? a historian? a researcher? an author)? 

· What is the main topic, theme or problem addressed?  How does the work relate to a discipline, to a profession, to a particular audience, or to other works on the topic?  Who’s the audience for this book?

· What is your critical evaluation of the work (your thesis or stance)?  Why have you taken that position?  What criteria are you basing your position on?

C.  Provide an Overview.  What are the author’s basic premises for writing this book?  What issues are raised, or what themes emerge?  What situation(s) provide a basis for the author's assertions?  List any background information that is relevant to the entire book and should be placed here rather than in a body paragraph.

	Writing the introduction
	In the introduction, you should:

· Define or identify the general topic, issue, or area of concern, thus providing an appropriate context for reviewing the literature. 

· Point out overall trends in what has been published about the topic; or conflicts in theory, methodology, evidence, and conclusions; or gaps in research and scholarship; or a single problem or new perspective of immediate interest. 

· Establish the writer's reason (point of view) for reviewing the literature; explain the criteria to be used in analyzing and comparing literature and the organization of the review (sequence); and, when necessary, state why certain literature is or is not included (scope). 


II.  Analyze the book.  This is the heart of your book review.  You should discuss a variety of issues here:

· How clearly is the book written?
· Did the author achieve his goal?  How did he do this or fall short?  

· What are the author's most important points?  List at least two examples of how the author proved or did not prove points she was trying to make.

· What possibilities does the book suggest for the reader? 

· What did the book leave out?

· How the book compares to others on the subject? 

· What personal experiences do you have relating to the subject?

· What did you like best about the book?  What did you like least about the book?

Make sure that you distinguish your personal views from that of the author. 
	Writing the body
	In the body, you should:

· Group research studies and other types of literature (reviews, theoretical articles, case studies, etc.) according to common denominators such as qualitative versus quantitative approaches, conclusions of authors, specific purpose or objective, chronology, etc. 

· Summarize individual studies or articles with as much or as little detail as each merits according to its comparative importance in the literature, remembering that space (length) denotes significance. 

· Provide the reader with strong "umbrella" sentences at beginnings of paragraphs, "signposts" throughout, and brief "so what" summary sentences at intermediate points in the review to aid in understanding comparisons and analyses.


III.  Conclusion.  Tie together any issues raised in the review and provide a concise comment on the book and whether or not you would recommend this book to someone else.  

	Writing the conclusion
	In the conclusion, you should:

· Summarize major contributions of significant studies and articles to the body of knowledge under review, maintaining the focus established in the introduction. 

· Evaluate the current "state of the art" for the body of knowledge reviewed, pointing out major methodological flaws or gaps in research, inconsistencies in theory and findings, and areas or issues pertinent to future study. 

· Conclude by providing some insight into the relationship between the central topic of the literature review and a larger area of study such as a discipline, a scientific endeavor, or a profession. 


Book reviews, of course, have no set formula, but a general rule of thumb is that the first quarter to one-third of the review should summarize the author's main ideas while the remainder of the report should evaluate the book.

How to get started reading a book to review it

	What you should do
	How you should do it

	Choose your book carefully
	Being interested in a book will help you write a strong review, so take some time to choose a book whose topic and/or scholarly approach genuinely interest you.

If you're assigned a book, you'll need to find a way to become interested in it. 

	Read actively and critically
	Do not read just to discover the author's main point or to mine some facts.

Engage with the text, marking important points and underlining passages as you go along (in books you own, of course!).

	Focus first on summary and analysis
	Before you read
· Write down quickly and informally some of the facts and ideas you already know about the book's topic 

· Survey the book--including the preface and table of contents--and make some predictions 

Here are some questions to ask:

· What does the title promise the book will cover or argue? 

· What does the preface promise about the book? 

· What does the table of contents tell you about how the book is organized? 

· Who's the audience for this book? 



As you read
With individual chapters:

· Think carefully about the chapter's title and skim paragraphs to get an overall sense of the chapter. 

· Then, as you read, test your predictions against the points made in the chapter. 

· After you've finished a chapter, take brief notes. Start by summarizing, in your own words, the major points of the chapter. Then you might want to take brief notes about particular passages you might discuss in your review. 

	Begin to evaluate
	As you take notes about the book, try dividing your page into two columns. In the left, summarize main points from a chapter. In the right, record your reactions to and your tentative evaluations of that chapter.

Here are several ways you can evaluate a book:

· If you know other books on this same subject, you can compare the arguments and quality of the book you're reviewing with the others, emphasizing what's new and what's especially valuable in the book you're reviewing. 

· If you don't know others books on this subject, you can still do some evaluation. Ask, for example:

· How well does the book fulfill the promises the author makes in the preface and introduction? 

· How effective is the book's methodology? 

· How effectively does the book make its arguments? 

· How persuasive is the evidence? 

· For its audience, what are the book's strengths? 

· How clearly is the book written? 


Book Analysis Guidelines



The principal aim of these book analyses is not to have you write a lot but to have you think a lot about the book you are reading. The analyses also provide a focus for you while you are reading and preparing for the research paper which allows you to consider why you like certain books, what technical aspects these books have in common. Finally, learning to evaluate books technically gives you a means to share books you enjoy with others who might enjoy them and to learn from others about reading you might enjoy. 

Minimum Essentials of a Book Review

1. Description, not a summary, of the book. Sufficient description should be given so that the reader, as he reads the review, will have some understanding of the author's thoughts. This account of the contents of a book can often be woven into the critical remarks. 

2. Something about, not a biography of, the author. Biographical information should be relevant to the subject of the review and enhance the reader's understanding of the work under discussion. 

3. An appraisal, preferably indirect, through description and exposition and based on the aims and purposes of the author. While a critical review is a statement of opinion, it must be a considered judgement including: 

· a statement of the reviewer's understanding of the author's purpose 

· how well the reviewer feels the author's purpose has been achieved 

· evidence to support the reviewer's judgment of the author' achievement.

Preliminary Mechanical Steps

1. Read the book with care. 

2. Note effective passages for quoting. 

3. Note your impressions as you read. 

4. Allow yourself time to assimilate what you have read so that the book can be seen in perspective. 

5. Keep in mind the need for achieving a single impression which must be made clear to the reader.

The Review Outline

The review outline enables you to get an over-all grasp of the organization of the review, to determine what central point your review is going to make, to eliminate inessentials or irrelevancies, and to fill in gaps or omissions. 

By examining the notes you have made and eliminating those which have no relationship to your central thesis, and by organizing them into groups, several aspects of the book will emerge: e.g., theme, character, structure, etc. After ordering your topics--determining in what sequence they will be discussed--write down all the major headings of the outline and then fill in the subdivisions. Keep in mind that all parts of the outline should support your thesis or central point.

The Draft

The opening paragraph, like the concluding one, is in a position of emphasis and usually sets the tone of the paper. Among the various possible introductions are:

· a statement of the thesis 

· a statement of the author's purpose 

· a statement about the topicality of the work or its significance 

· a comparison of the work to others by the same author or within the same genre 

· a statement about the author

The main body of the review should logically develop your thesis as organized by your outline. Changes in the outline may need to be made and transitional paragraphs introduced, but the aim should be toward logical development of the central point. Quoted material should be put in quotation marks, or indented, and properly footnoted.

The concluding paragraph may sum up or restate your thesis or may make the final judgement regarding the book. No new information or ideas should be introduced in the conclusion.

Steps in Revising the Draft

1. Allow some time to elapse, at least a day, before starting your revision. 

2. Correct all mistakes in grammar and punctuation as you find them. 

3. Read your paper through again looking for unity, organization and logical development. 

4. If necessary, do not hesitate to make major revisions in your draft. 

5. Verify quotations for accuracy and check the format and content of references.

Some Considerations When Reviewing:

Fiction

(above all, do not give away the story)

Character 

1. From what sources are the characters drawn? 

2. What is the author's attitude toward his characters? 

3. Are the characters flat or three dimensional? 

4. Does character development occur? 

5. Is character delineation direct or indirect?

Theme 

1. What is/are the major theme(s)? 

2. How are they revealed and developed? 

3. Is the theme traditional and familiar, or new and original? 

4. Is the theme didactic, psychological, social, entertaining, escapist, etc. in purpose or intent?

Plot 

1. How are the various elements of plot (eg, introduction, suspense, climax, conclusion) handled? 

2. What is the relationship of plot to character delineation? 

3. To what extent, and how, is accident employed as a complicating and/or resolving force? 

4. What are the elements of mystery and suspense? 

5. What other devices of plot complication and resolution are employed? 

6. Is there a sub-plot and how is it related to the main plot? 

7. Is the plot primary or secondary to some of the other essential elements of the story (character, setting, style, etc.)?

Style 

1. What are the "intellectual qualities" of the writing (e.g., simplicity, clarity)? 

2. What are the "emotional qualities" of the writing (e.g., humour, wit, satire)? 

3. What are the "aesthetic qualities" of the writing (e.g., harmony, rhythm)? 

4. What stylistic devices are employed (e.g., symbolism, motifs, parody, allegory)? 

5. How effective is dialogue?

Setting 

1. What is the setting and does it play a significant role in the work? 

2. Is a sense of atmosphere evoked, and how? 

3. What scenic effects are used and how important and effective are they? 

4. Does the setting influence or impinge on the characters and/or plot?

Biography

1. Does the book give a "full-length" picture of the subject? 

2. What phases of the subject's life receive greatest treatment and is this treatment justified? 

3. What is the point of view of the author? 

4. How is the subject matter organized: chronologically, retrospectively, etc.? 

5. Is the treatment superficial or does the author show extensive study into the subject's life? 

6. What source materials were used in the preparation of the biography? 

7. Is the work documented? 

8. Does the author attempt to get at the subject's hidden motives? 

9. What important new facts about the subject's life are revealed in the book? 

10. What is the relationship of the subject's career to contemporary history? 

11. How does the biography compare with others about the same person? 

12. How does it compare with other works by the same author?

History

1. With what particular period does the book deal? 

2. How thorough is the treatment? 

3. What were the sources used? 

4. Is the account given in broad outline or in detail? 

5. Is the style that of reportorial writing, or is there an effort at interpretive writing? 

6. What is the point of view or thesis of the author? 

7. Is the treatment superficial or profound? 

8. For what group is the book intended (textbook, popular, scholarly, etc.)? 

9. What part does biographical writing play in the book? 

10. Is social history or political history emphasized? 

11. Are dates used extensively, and if so, are they used intelligently? 

12. Is the book a revision? How does it compare with earlier editions? 

13. Are maps, illustrations, charts, etc. used and how are these to be evaluated?

Poetry

1. Is this a work of power, originality, individuality? 

2. What kind of poetry is under review (epic, lyrical, elegaic, etc.)? 

3. What poetical devices have been used (rhyme, rhythm, figures of speech, imagery, etc.), and to what effect? 

4. What is the central concern of the poem and is it effectively expressed?

How to Write a Book Review

In a nutshell, here are some tips on how to write a book review:

A book review has three objectives:

· Describing what the book is about 

· Analyzing how the book tried to achieve its purpose 

· Expressing your own opinion of the book 

As you read the book, try to answer the following three questions:

1. What are the author’s objectives? What is he/she trying to prove? (These will often be stated in the introduction) 

2. What kind of evidence/experience does the author use/have to prove his or her points? 

3. Is the evidence convincing? 

When you start writing your review, state the book’s main thesis and present some background information on the author.

Next, give a summary of the main points/sections of the book, quoting and paraphrasing key phrases from the author if necessary.

Finally, get to the heart of the matter—your opinion of the book. In this section, you can discuss several issues:

· How well has the book has achieved its goal 

· What the book has left out 

· How the book compares to others on the subject 

· What specific points are well sustained and what is not convincing, and 

· How does the content relates to you and your customers. 

It is important to carefully distinguish your views from the author’s, so that you don’t confuse your reader.
Optionally, you may finish your review with a conclusion that ties together the issues raised in the review and provides a concise comment on the book.

Stylistic Guidelines

Be Sure & Be Subtle
1.) Do not use phrases such as "I think", "I believe", or "in my opinion". First, the analysis is supposed to be your opinion. Who else's would it be? Second, you should not suggest that you are apologizing for your opinion. If you aren't sure then read note number two.

2.) If you aren't sure of something, do not hedge or fudge; go back and find out. If you don't know what the story's about, go back and study it again; but don't guess or apologize or second-guess yourself (changing in the conclusion what you set out to prove in the beginning is a real no-brainer). Reader's will resent such habits.

3.) Avoid self-consciousness. Do not refer to yourself as author or reviewer, to the analysis as such, or to "the reader" as if other readers are somehow less enlightened than yourself. The focus of your analysis is the book and its author; try to keep the focus where it belongs.

4.) Don't inflate your analysis or its subject (also called Mohammed Ali-izing the subject). Don't imply (much less state) that your topic or analysis is "the greatest of all time." That the book is a well written book and your analysis is a well written analysis should be sufficient.

5.) Remember that almost anyone can read the book you are analyzing for the total experience (and I hope some will). What your analysis provides is, in very condensed form, your insight into the author's technical support of his or her goal.

6.) Few if any of the books on your list are badly written. Whether you enjoy a book or not will not depend on the author's competence, rather on your individual taste; and this is as it should be. Therefore, rather than trashing a book you did not enjoy, your most productive approach might be to ascertain what sort of person would enjoy your book. Your own feelings about the book should probably not be stated but implied through your choice of words. Realize that most books are mixtures of strengths and weaknesses; books you enjoy may have slow parts (why?), and books you dislike may still do some things well.

7.) In an outline one always labels each new section or subsection with a number or letter (as appropriate) and also with a header describing what the section contains. (Unnumbered headers or numbers without headers are incorrect.)

