Book Reviewing Suggestions

Book reviews are shared with the publisher, a type of payment for the books that are added to your library collection.  Approximately 120 librarians throughout the region have access to your reviews.  They will use your reviews for book selection, deciding whether or not to add a particular title to their collections.  We hope you will agree it is a real advantage to physically examine the books and read a review by a regional librarian.  Librarians take time from their already busy schedules to attend review sessions.  It is disappointing when some reviews are sketchy at best.  The cooperating School Library Systems offer the following suggestions for consideration when writing your book reviews.

Reviewing Fiction:
· Give a brief summary of the plot; tell the setting.

· Are the characters well drawn and believable?

· Is the story appealing to the age group for which it is intended?

· Is the author familiar?

· What else have they written?

· Are there any comparisons with works with which librarians might be familiar?

· Is there any artwork?

· If you dislike the book, give specific reasons why.

· Might students like it even if you don’t?

Reviewing Nonfiction:
· Tell the purpose the book is intended for and whether or not it accomplishes that purpose.

· Is it suitable for the intended audience; does it match curriculum for a specific grade level?

· Are there charts, graphs or other types of illustrations?

· Are the illustrations in color or black and white?

· Do they compliment the text?

· Do you know of a title or series that might do the job better?

Reviewing Picture Books:

· Tell what the book is about.

· Give a description of the illustrations, what type of medium was used, color or black and white?

· Do the illustrations compliment the story?

· What do you say about a wordless picture book?  Does it convey a story without words?  What is it?  Illustrations must be powerful to tell a story without words, does the book accomplish its purpose?

· If this is another alphabet book or counting book, why should it be added to the collection, or is there perhaps another title that might be considered over this one?

For all types of books, you may want to tell something about the binding.  Is it paper covered, paper or cloth covered cardboard, library bound?  Will it hold up in a library situation?

Remember, librarians reading your reviews have a limited budget, as you do.  Your review is intended to assist them with selection decisions.

Questions to Ask When Reviewing a Book

Language and Style:

· Does the book read smoothly, in a consistent voice?

· Are the characters alive (or flat?); do the characters change in the course of the book?

· Is there a convincing conflict?

· Is the plot plausible when you “suspend your disbelief”?

· Are the emotions strong, clear and truthful?

Artwork and Design:

· What medium is used? (pen and ink with watercolor wash, pencil line drawing, collage, acrylic or oils, pastels, airbrush, etc.)

· What tone do the colors or style of the illustrations set?

· How well is the artwork done?

· Does the art compliment the text; is it too strong (weak text) or too subtle?

· How is the layout and design of the book? Distinctive? Unusual typesetting, paper, ink? How is the printing: sharp clear colors or muddled?   Is the binding good and strong?

Philosophical:

· Does the book primarily tell a story or teach a message?

· Is there a subtle, underlying theme?

· Does the book convey a sense of childlike wonder?

· Is there any hope at the end?

· Does it respect the audience?

· Does it respect all people?

Usefulness:

· What audience is the book intended for?  Does it suit that audience?  Could it be used with another age group?

· Is it a good read aloud?

· Does it lend itself easily to programs or common curriculum units?

· Is it accurate and carefully researched?

· Does it include maps, index, bibliography, extensive table of contents, or any other useful appendix?  Is it well done  and useful?

Vocabulary List for Critically Appraising Artwork in Picture Books

	Word(s)
	Picture Book Title/Author

	Simple line drawing
	Petunia by Duvoisin

	Detailed line drawing
	Charlotte’s web by Garth Williams

	Two color
	Five Chinese brothers by Kurt Wiese

	Pen and ink and wash
	Steptoe

	Pen and ink with watercolor wash
	Little Tim… by Ardizzone

	Pastel
	Stevie, Steptoe

	Colored pencil
	Umbrella by Taro Yashima

	Watercolor
	Dawn by Uri Shulevitz

	Stamp/woodcut
	Swimmy by Leo Leonni

	Collage
	Snowy day by Keats

	Acrylic
	Night kitchen by Sendak

	Oils
	Burt Dow by McCloskey

	Airbrush
	Freight train by Crews

	Realistic (like photo)
	Jim Arnoski, all his nature books

	Imaginative
	Dreams by Keats

	Derivative (say of what)
	Outside over there by Sendak

	Flat
	Harbor by Crews

	Childlike
	Hungry caterpillar by Carle

	Muted colors
	Mr. Grumpy’s motorcar by Burmingham

	Cartoony
	Dr. Seuss

	Subtle
	The moon jumpers by Sendak

	Good use of white space
	Alphabatics by MacDonald

	Experimental

Negative space

Bold colors

Allusions
	Grey lady and The strawberry snatcher by Molly Bang

	Movement

Sequence

Progression
	The little house by Virginia Lee Burton

Dawn by Uri Shulevitz


· Important note:  Each picture book is as individual as a snowflake, and will require a combination of this and other vocabulary and your imagination to do justice to describing the pictures.  Think visually!
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Outline for Book Reviewing
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1.
Study the physical characteristics of the book - cover art, layout, index, table of contents, title.

2.
Read the book cover-to-cover.  You may choose to take notes as you read, or mark pages with particular passages that you might wish to return to.  Don’t disrupt your reading too much or you’ll destroy the flow of the story - like looking up every word in the dictionary instead of letting the content help to define them.  

3.
Highlight areas to refer to.  Generally you won’t have the luxury of a second read (though that is the professionally recommended procedure) - so mark specific sections that may be integral to your review - passages that are apt descriptions of the writing style, suitable quotes, specific examples of conflict, and/or climactic moments in the story. 

4.
Become familiar with classifications of traditional literature and literary terms.  Children’s literature professionals are familiar with these categories so using them to describe specific works is helpful and informative.

· Mythology

· Epics

· Legends

· Tall Tales

· Urban Legends

· Fables

· Folk tales 

5.
Become knowledgeable about basic literary standards.  All children’s literature have certain elements in common, though authors will use them differently.  Recognize them and discuss them when they are strengths or weaknesses within the story.

· Plot

· Characterization

· Point-of-view

· Setting

· Style

· Theme

6.
Writing the review.  
· Work on a great introductory sentence to “snag” the reader - be creative.  Avoid using the title within the first sentence, it’s not necessary as it is apparent in the bibliographic citation.

· Condense the plot - try and place the main thrust of the plot within a few sentences.  Target the main ideas, but don’t give away the story! 

· How are the various elements of plot handled?  Introduction, suspense, climax, conclusion?

· Are the elements of mystery and suspense effective?

· Is the plot primary or secondary to some of the other essential elements of the story - e.g.: setting, character, style, theme?

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

· Type of story: fantasy, mystery, adventure, historical, etc.

· Include pertinent information on setting and time period.

· Style - is the writing simple and clear?  Is it too intricate and sophisticated for the        audience?  Are there impressive emotional qualities about the writing - wit, satire, poignancy?  Are there notable stylistic elements that are used?  



Symbolism, motifs, parody, allegory, metaphor, etc.?  Is the style consistent  and appropriate?

· Character - Are the characters flat or multi-dimensional?  Does character development occur naturally?  Or is it forced and awkward?  Are the characters easy to identify, sympathize, and/or empathize with? 

· Theme - What is the major theme?  Is it easily revealed, or is it subtle and unobtrusive?  Is the theme traditional and familiar, or new and original?  Is it superimposed to a point of dragging down the events, or does it pack-a-punch and give the story extra meaning?
 
 


· Conclusion - Your final sentences will be your personal evaluation of the book – Highly readable?  Surprising?  Dynamic?  A “must-purchase”?  This is probably the part of the review that will produce a lasting impact and serve to prompt professionals to purchase the book, or not.

Resources:  

1.
Horning, Kathleen,  From Cover to Cover, evaluating and reviewing children’s books, 1997, HarperCollins, New York, NY.

2.
School Library Journal, Book Review Editors, 245 W. 17th St., New York, NY.

3.
Reader’s Club Book Reviewing Tips


Public Library of Charlotte & Mecklenburg County


310 N. Tryon Street


Charlotte, NC 28202

Book Review Template Directions

1. Create a new folder in My Documents or on your Desktop.  Name it the season and year (example: Fall 2004 Book Reviews).  Reviews will be saved into this folder.

2. After opening the template from your email, save as book review template into the folder created in #1.

3. After template has been saved into folder, open it (open folder, open template).

4. Enter all bibliographic information for the book in the top section.   Type each part of the review.  In order to fit the review on one page, manipulate the spacing as needed.

5. When finished typing, click “save as” and name each review with the title of the book.  Remember to save each file/review into the folder created in #1.

6. When all reviews are finished and saved in the folder do the following:

· Print out hard copy and insert into book.

· Email all reviews as attachments to Sue at slefebvre@cves.org
7.
If you have trouble opening the template or working with it, please call the School Library System.
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