How to read a novel in fifteen minutes

Jane Hirsch, Adult Services Coordinator for the Montgomery County (MD) Department of Public Libraries developed these guidelines. Lisa Sampley, Manager of the Republic Branch of Springfield-Greene County Library, added a few more guidelines and published them in the Fall 1998 Missouri Library World under the title “How to Read a Book in Five Minutes.” 

With the book or books in hand examine the following attributes:

1. Cover—Is it attractive? Does it give the viewer a suggestion as to the contents? Are the color and typeface appropriate? Can a fiction type be assigned based on the cover alone?

2. Jacket blurb—Is the writing enticing? Does the reader get a sense of the story? Are key elements of the plot revealed? Can a fiction type be assigned based on the blurb?


3. Typeface—Is it small or large? Is the entire book page taken up with type or is there plenty of white space framing the text?

4. Heft—Is the book heavy? Could it be read in bed? How many pages?

5. Read some of the first chapter, skip through and read some of the middle, skip some more and read a little of the ending. Does it flow? Are you still able to follow some of the plot? Do the same character names reappear? Does what you read match up with the jacket blurb?

6. Evaluate the following:

A. Genre/type—Classify the book based on the jacket blurb and sample reading/skimming.

B. Pace—Does the book appear to move quickly with lots of dialogue or does the text seem to lean towards description and character development? 

C. Clarity-- Are the sentences long and complex or short and choppy? Is following the story easy or does the reader have to pay attention to small details?

7. What is the format? Does the book employ any of the following literary devices—flashbacks, alternating narrator, letters, first person/third person, straight narrative?

8. Relate to other books. What other books are similar to this one? What other authors? What are the similarities—plot, characters, language, setting, pace?

9. What kind of reader will enjoy this book? Would a book club/group enjoy this book? 


Grateful acknowledgement is made to Joni Richards Bodart, Mary K. Chelton, Joyce Saricks and the members of Fiction-L -- “without whom, nothing.”
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