Duerden English 494 Spring 2007


English 494 Review Writing 

Assignment 2: BookReview

Composing Schedule

Heuristic 1: Fri Mar 2
Heuristic 2: Fri Mar 2at end of class
Heuristic 3: Mon Mar 5
First Draft for Peer Review: Fri Mar 9th
Second Draft for Peer Review: Mon Mar 19th
Polished Draft: Wed Mar 21st
Write a review of a contemporary book (fiction or non-fiction) for a targeted audience and venue.  Your book should be fairly current; that is no more than four years old. Make sure the book you choose would be appropriate for the venue you choose and of course would be of interest to the audience you are targeting.  
Remember essentially a book review is an evaluation argument.  Therefore, you need criteria by which to evaluate your book.  A  review is one in which the writer describes and evaluates the book, in terms of accepted literary and historical standards, and supports this evaluation with evidence from the text.  Your review should also demonstrate knowledge of books the same genre.  That means understanding the art form and how it functions. Without such understanding, the reviewer has no historical or literary standard upon which to base his/her evaluation.
The length of your review should match the standard review lengths in your venue.  Likewise the arrangement of elements in the review and the overall style should be appropriate for this venue.  Follow Tichener’s general advice and include identification (author, title, publisher, broad genre—novel, non-fiction, Memoir, whether part of a series.  Next, you should include a summary (NOT CHRONOLOGICAL) not a synopsis that will deal with characters, location, timeframe and time span, and then your opinion supported by detailed examples from the text.  Tichener claims that audiences for book reviews are usually more sophisticated than audiences for film reviews; they will be better read and more critical of the reviewer as well as the book
If You Are Reviewing Fiction
(above all, do not give away the whole story)

Character: From what sources are the characters drawn? What is the author's attitude toward his characters? Are the characters flat or three dimensional? Does character development occur? Is character delineation direct or indirect?

Theme: What is/are the major theme(s)? How are they revealed and developed? Is the theme traditional and familiar, or new and original? Is the theme didactic, psychological, social, entertaining, escapist, etc. in purpose or intent?

Plot: How are the various elements of plot (e.g., introduction, suspense, climax, and conclusion) handled?  What is the relationship of plot to character delineation? To what extent, and how, is accident employed as a complicating and/or resolving force? What are the elements of mystery and suspense? What other devices of plot complication and resolution are employed? Is there a sub-plot and how is it related to the main plot? Is the plot primary or secondary to some of the other essential elements of the story (character, setting, style, etc.)?

Style: What are the "intellectual qualities" of the writing (e.g., simplicity, clarity)?  What are the "emotional qualities" of the writing (e.g., humour, wit, satire)? What are the "aesthetic qualities" of the writing? What stylistic devices are employed (e.g., symbolism, motifs, parody, allegory)?  How effective is dialogue?

Setting:  What is the setting and does it play a significant role in the work? Is a sense of atmosphere evoked, and how?  What scenic effects are used and how important and effective are they? Does the setting influence or impinge on the characters and/or plot?

Strengths and Weaknesses:  What are the overall strengths and weaknesses you have identified?
If Non Fiction
A critical book review briefly describes the content of a book and, more importantly, provides an in-depth analysis and evaluation of its ideas and purpose. The descriptive element of a review should give the reader an understanding of the author’s arguments, while the evaluative element should detail your assessment of the book’s ideas

Consider the following:

· Who is the intended audience for the book? Scholars in the field or general readers?

· What is the author’s purpose in writing the book?

· What are the author’s central arguments? What exactly is the subject or topic of the book? Does the author cover the subject adequately? Does the author cover all aspects of the subject in a balanced fashion? What is the approach to the subject (topical, analytical, chronological, and descriptive)?
· Is the book lacking information or argumentation that you expected to find? What evidence does she use to prove her point? Do you find that evidence convincing? Why or why not? Does any of the author's information (or conclusions) conflict with other books you've read, courses you've taken or just previous assumptions you had of the subject?
· Are the ideas logically presented and easy to follow?

· What is the author’s style? Formal or informal? Is it appropriate to the intended audience? How well does the author express his/her ideas? Is the style suitable for the subject and for the intended audience? Does the author use charts, graphs, maps, statistics, illustrations, photographs effectively? Do they assist the reader to understand the information?

· Are facts in the book accurate? You may need to check outside sources to determine accuracy. Note any errors or weak arguments.

· How do the ideas in the book relate to other ideas and arguments on the same topic? You may need to read other works in the field in order to make a comparison.

· Is the author’s point of view objective? Does the language used create bias

· Who is the author? Nationality, political persuasion, training, intellectual interests, personal history, and historical context may provide crucial details about how a work takes shape. Does it matter, for example, that the biographer was the subject's best friend? What difference would it make if the author participated in the events she writes about?

· What is the book's genre? Out of what field does it emerge? Does it conform to or depart from the conventions of its genre? These questions can provide a historical or literary standard on which to base your evaluations. If you are reviewing the first book ever written on the subject, it will be important for your readers to know. Keep in mind, though, that naming "firsts"-alongside naming "bests" and "onlys"-can be a risky business unless you're absolutely certain

The first paragraph will name the author and the book title and the main theme.  It may add relevant details about who the author is and where he/she stands in the genre or field of inquiry. You could also link the title to the subject to show how the title explains the subject matter. Place your review in a framework that makes sense to your audience alerts readers to your "take" on the book.  Identify the thesis of the book and then give your thesis about the book.
Follow with a summary of the book that should be brief, as analysis takes priority. In the course of making your assessment, you'll hopefully be backing up your assertions with concrete evidence from the book, so some summary will be dispersed throughout other parts of the review.  The body of the review should state your arguments in support of your thesis, follow the logical development of ideas that you map out in your thesis and include quotations from the book (and possibly from other reviews) which illustrate your main ideas.  Your analysis and evaluation should be organized into paragraphs that deal with single aspects of your argument. This arrangement can be challenging when your purpose is to consider the book as a whole, but it can help you differentiate elements of your criticism and pair assertions with evidence more clearly. You do not necessarily need to work chronologically through the book as you discuss it. Given the argument you want to make, you can organize your paragraphs more usefully by themes, methods, or other elements of the book.  Your conclusion needs to balance the book's strengths and weaknesses in order to unify your evaluation.

Heuristics

1. Having decided which book you are going to review, you must pick an appropriate venue.  You should choose a national print publication.  Your first task is to find 2 or 3 reviews from that venue so that you can answer the following:

· How long are reviews for this venue?

· Describe the audience for this venue (age, education, knowledge or expertise etc.)

· Typically how are the sample reviews arranged?

· How do these reviews open and close?

· What do you note about the style of these reviews?

· What do you note about the diction or language in these reviews?

· Why is this venue appropriate for this book?  Explain.

· Hand in copies of your sample reviews with your heuristic 1

2. After you have read your book and taken notes, write a brief summary of the book.  Then generate a list of strengths and weaknesses.  You could put this into two columns if you find that helpful.  After each strength or weakness, give evidence from the book that supports your opinion. It’s not enough to state why your opinion is correct in a general way; you need to be specific about both good and bad points. Anything less does your argument, your audience, and the author of the film a disservice. Read over your list and now formulate a working thesis or opinion and write that down.  

3. Reread your sample reviews and then list the topics you want to address in your book review and the order them as they will appear in your review. The best reviews are carefully structured. Why have you chosen this order?  Now try to write your opening.  Don’t worry if it’s not perfect, you can revise especially after you have written the first draft and been through peer review; you may want to generate a couple of different ways to open.  

This material should help you now write the review.  Don’t worry if your first draft is a little rough.  We have two peer reviews in which we look at both content and style!

