How to Write a Book Critique
PURPOSE OF THE ASSIGNMENT: The idea behind this assignment is to give you the opportunity to read a detailed historical account on a particular subject and to analyze the book critically.   The paper you will be writing should be a book critique, rather than a book report.   In a book report, you simply summarize the book.  In a book critique, you go much further - you analyze and evaluate the book.

WHAT A BOOK CRITIQUE SHOULD INCLUDE:  There are many things you should do in a good book critique.  How much attention you give to these different components of the critique may vary depending on the book you are analyzing.

1. Summarize the book.  Yes, despite what I said above about the difference between a book report and a critique, you nonetheless need to do some summarizing in your critique.  You need to describe what the book is about in enough detail that someone who hasn’t read the book has a clear idea of the topic the author is addressing, the parameters of the book, and how the book is organized.   If you don’t give your reader some idea what the book is about, then you may lose your reader when you start analyzing the book.  Note that a chapter-by-chapter summary of the book is not needed.  A general summary of the main points will be sufficient.

2. Identify the author’s purpose.  What does your author want to accomplish with this book?  What audience is the book intended for?   How do you know? Your author may have an interpretation of an event in history they want to share, or your author may want to put their own spin on a historical time - your author is trying to accomplish something with the book; you need to figure out what it is! 

3. Identify the author’s theme or themes.  During the course of the book, the author will probably develop several themes.  Does the author have an issue that he or she keeps raising?  A point or idea that recurs throughout the book?  These are the author’s themes – ideas or arguments that the author particularly wants to emphasize.  

   Identify the Thesis: The main point the author is trying to prove is the thesis of the book.  You should always explain the author’s thesis.

4. Note where the author stands on the topic.  Sometimes, the author will make this easy for you, by describing the various positions historians have taken on the topic, or by directly stating his or her position on the issue through the characters.  Professional reviews of books will often point out these issues and will compare your author’s position to that of others who have written on the same topic.  Therefore, you need to do the same.  How does your Author’s book and ideas/perspective connect to the texts we have read in class during this module? (Dragonwings, “Comprehending the Calamity,” “Poem of the Earthquake,” Waking up in a nightmare etc. or Frightful’s Mountain and all our texts on DDT and/or the balance in nature).
5. Address the book’s quality.  There are various opinions that you may want to discuss.  How is the book organized?  What do you think of the author’s writing style?  Does the author include “scholarly paraphernalia” like an index, maps, glossaries, appendices, etc.?  Should the author have included more maps, diagrams, or whatever?  What would you have changed in the book and why?  What were the author’s/book’s strengths?  What were its weaknesses? While these issues are worth discussing in your critique, generally they should not be the majority of the critique.  After all, once you have told me that you think the author’s writing style is confusing or colorless or whatever how much more can you say on the subject without repeating yourself?

FORMAT OF THE PAPER:

This paper should be at least one full page typed, double-spaced, in Times New Roman size 12. If your first draft comes out shorter than that, it’s a pretty good guess you’re not doing something you need to be doing!  
Make sure you proofread your paper carefully - bad grammar will count against you.  Use your word processor’s spell check, look for sentence fragments, read the paper out loud to listen for awkward phrasing, or have a parent/friend read through it.
Due Date: This assignment is due Friday, May 16th at 8:00am.

If you have any trouble with this assignment or need more clarification, be sure to ask this week or e-mail me before May 14th.  I will not respond to e-mails regarding the book critique assignment between May 14th and May 17th! 
