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Writing Reviews  

for Fun  

and  Profit 

By 
Teresa R. Faust 

Special Services Librarian, Vermont Department of Libraries 
Reviewer for Choice: Current Reviews for Academic Libraries, 

 Library Journal, Amazon.com, TripAdvisor.com,  
basically anyone who will listen 



If you don’t get paid, what’s the 

reward? 

You like to write 
 
You get a free book  
 
  It’s good resume fodder 
 
  You may get to access reviews for free 
 
   It’s fun to give new books away 
 
   You’re helping other librarians & 

consumers 
 

 
 



Getting in: know the publication 

Free-for-all! 

 

 

BL staff & outside librarians 

 

 

LJ staff & outside librarian 

 

Academic reference librarians 

review reference, non-reference 

reviewed by subject scholars 

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/ref=footer_logo


Getting in: the application process 

• Nominate yourself, or get someone else to 

• Submit a sample review or two, based on 

the publication’s guidelines 

• Specify specific subject areas of expertise, 

interest 

• Specify formats you wouldn’t mind 

reviewing (print, online, audio, video) 



Consider before you apply 

Do you write well? Can you explain your points 
clearly & concisely? Can you edit yourself? Can 
you be edited by others without too much pain? 

 

Do you have time? Can you meet deadlines? 

 

Do you have access to comparable resources for 
comparison? 

 

Do you have particular areas of expertise? 

 



Expertise can come from various 

places and evolve over time 
Education 
  Biology, Environmental sciences 
 
Former occupations 
  Natural history, Microbiology 
 
Job responsibilities 
  General reference, General science  
 
 
Personal interest 
  German culture & history, History, Religion, 

 Travel 
  
   



Expertise can come from various 

places and evolve over time 

Education 

  Biology, Environmental sciences 

Former occupations 

  Natural history, Microbiology 

Job responsibilities 

  General reference, General science   

  Film, Services to persons who are disabled 

Personal interest 

  German culture & history, History, Religion, 
 Travel 



Turnaround 

• Library Journal gives you a month to review; 
as soon as you submit a review you may 
receive another book 

• CHOICE gives you 6 weeks to review; you state 
in advance how many reviews to be assigned 
in a term 

• Let your editor know if you will be unavailable 
for a length of time 



Writing the review 

• Read guidelines, keep within word limit 

 

• Assume the reader is not a subject expert 

 

• What would you as a librarian like to learn 

about a book, magazine, recording or 

online resource in a review? 



Consider 

Author’s credentials 

Ease of use (reference) 

Coverage of topic 

Age or expertise of targeted 

reader 

Currency of information 

Objectivity 

Types of libraries  

 

 

Do illustrations add to 

content? 

Value for cost 

Aesthetics (pleasing to the 

eye, touch, size, format) 

Give examples 

Why is the subject 

important? 

 

 



Comparisons help librarians 

Compare: 

 

 earlier editions of the same book (may have 
a different title) 

 other books on the same topic 

 other books by the same author 

 online with print 

 
 
   



 This title stands out for uniting explorers of land, 

sea, and space in one reference work. 

 

 
 This is an updated paperback edition of the 

Firefly Encyclopedia of Birds (LJ 10/1/03), 

published in the UK by Oxford University Press 

as Encyclopedia of Birds (previously, New 

Encyclopedia of Birds). 



Olstrom (executive director, Tampa Lighthouse for 

the Blind) 

 

has ably compiled here short biographies of 400 

people who made their mark in spite of visual 

impairment.  

 

Persons selected for inclusion hail from several 

countries and time periods, from poet Homer, born in 

Greece c. 700 B.C.E., to musician Tony DeBlois, 

born in El Paso, TX, in 1974. Musicians and writers 

predominate, but many occupations are represented, 

including popes (Clement XII, 1652–1740), generals 

and statesmen (Appius Claudius, c. 350 B.C.E.–c. 

290 B.C.E., builder of the Appian Way). A quarter of 

the subjects were living at the time of publication. 

The extent of their visual impairment varies from total 

blindness at birth to impairment later in life.  

 

Expertise of 

author 

 

 

Brief synopsis of 

content 

 

 

More content 

detail,  

with examples 



Entries are listed alphabetically and range in length 

from one paragraph to three pages. Each entry 

describes the subject’s visual impairment, as well as 

claim to fame and synopsis of their life and career.  
 

Black-and-white photos or drawings accompany 

some entries.  
 

Usefully, the book is in large print.  
 

BOTTOM LINE The vocabulary used is accessible to 

middle school–aged children and up, so the book will 

accommodate those who may need it most.  
 

However, while inspirational, the lack of an index—

particularly one listing entries by field of endeavor—

severely limits its usefulness.  
 

Recommended with some reservations to libraries 

serving visually impaired students and other 

collections where needed. 

Arrangement, 

typical entry 

 

 

 

Illlustrations 
 

 

Nice touches 

 

Audience 

 

 

 

BAD things

 

  

 

Which libraries 

 

 



Do I have to read the whole 

thing? 



You, being edited 



Original submission,  

138 words 
 

 

 

Olstrom, Clifford E. Undaunted by Blindness. Perkins 

School for the Blind. 2010. 288p. illus. ISBN 978-0-

9822721-4-5. pap.  $29.95. 

  

Blindness need not limit a person from making a 

difference in the world, as this title repeatedly 

demonstrates. Olstrom, executive director of Tampa 

Lighthouse for the Blind, compiles short biographies 

of 400 people who achieved fame in spite of visual 

impairment. Persons selected for inclusion hail from 

several countries and time periods from ancient 

history to present day. Musicians and writers 

predominate, but many occupations are represented. 

Entries are listed alphabetically, and range in length 

from one paragraph to three pages. Each entry 

describes the subject’s visual impairment, as well as 

claim to fame and synopsis of life. Black and white 

photos or drawings accompany some entries. The 

book is in large print. BOTTOM LINE While the book 

will prove inspirational to many, the lack of an index, 

particularly one listing entries by field of endeavor, 

severely limits its usefulness. -- Teresa R. Faust, 

Vermont Department of Libraries, Berlin 

 

Revised after editor’s 

remarks,  

225 words 

 

Olstrom, Clifford E. Undaunted by Blindness. Perkins 

School for the Blind. 2010. 288p. illus. ISBN 978-0-

9822721-4-5. pap.  $29.95.  

 

Blindness need not limit a person from making a 

difference in the world, as this title repeatedly 

demonstrates. Olstrom, executive director of Tampa 

Lighthouse for the Blind, compiles short biographies 

of 400 people who made their marks in spite of 

visual impairment. Persons selected for inclusion hail 

from several countries and time periods, from poet 

Homer, born in Greece c.700 BCE, to musician Tony 

DeBlois, born in El Paso in 1974. Musicians and 

writers predominate, but many occupations are 

represented, including popes (Clement XII, 1652-

1740), generals and statesmen (Appius Claudius, 

who was both, c.350 BCE-c.290 BCE, builder of the 

Appian Way). A quarter of the subjects were living at 

the time of publication. The extent of their visual 

impairment varies from total blindness at birth to 

visual impairment later in life. Entries are listed 

alphabetically, and range in length from one 

paragraph to three pages. Each entry describes the 

subject’s visual impairment, as well as claim to fame 

and synopsis of life. Black and white photos or 

drawings accompany some entries. The book is in 

large print. The vocabulary is within reach of middle 

schoolers and above, making this title accessible to 

those about to make their own ways in the world. 

BOTTOM LINE While the book will inspire many, the 

lack of an index, particularly one listing entries by 

field of endeavor, severely limits its usefulness. -- 

Teresa R. Faust, Vermont Department of Libraries, 

Berlin 

 

Printed,  

223 words 
 

 

 

Olstrom, Clifford E. Undaunted by Blindness: 

Concise Biographies of 400 People Who Refused 

To Let Visual Impairment Define Them. Perkins. 

2010. 288p. illus. ISBN 9780982272145. pap. 

$29.95. REF 

 

Olstrom (executive director, Tampa Lighthouse for 

the Blind) has ably compiled here short biographies 

of 400 people who made their mark in spite of 

visual impairment. Persons selected for inclusion 

hail from several countries and time periods, from 

poet Homer, born in Greece c. 700 B.C.E., to 

musician Tony DeBlois, born in El Paso, TX, in 

1974. Musicians and writers predominate, but 

many occupations are represented, including 

popes (Clement XII, 1652–1740), generals and 

statesmen (Appius Claudius, c. 350 B.C.E.–c. 290 

B.C.E., builder of the Appian Way). A quarter of the 

subjects were living at the time of publication. The 

extent of their visual impairment varies from total 

blindness at birth to impairment later in life. Entries 

are listed alphabetically and range in length from 

one paragraph to three pages. Each entry 

describes the subject’s visual impairment, as well 

as claim to fame and synopsis of their life and 

career. Black-and-white photos or drawings 

accompany some entries. Usefully, the book is in 

large print. BOTTOM LINE The vocabulary used is 

accessible to middle school–aged children and up, 

so the book will accommodate those who may 

need it most. However, while inspirational, the lack 

of an index—particularly one listing entries by field 

of endeavor—severely limits its usefulness. 

Recommended with some reservations to libraries 

serving visually impaired students and other 

collections where needed. —Teresa R. Faust, 

Vermont Dept. of Libs., Berlin 

 



Writer’s block? 

1. Write random 

objective sentences 

regarding various 

attributes 

2. Walk away 

3. Put sentences in a 

logical order 

4. Walk away 

5. Polish 



Don’t be afraid to like the book 

 

Don’t be afraid to dislike the book 



Unusual reviews 

Pre-publication review  

Group review   

Package review  

Bibliographic essay 

 

 



After submitting the review 

• Don’t get rid of the book until after the 

review is published, in case your editor 

asks for additional information 

• Keep supporting documents for a year, in 

case the author or publisher disputes 

something you said (particularly important 

for online resources that could change) 

 



Surprise, surprise 

Seeing your review in other places 

 

Sister publications  

Advertisements 

Amazon.com (sell under a different name) 

 

Book jackets  

 

Letters to the editor 



Ethics 
• Avoid reviewing books written/published by 

friends, relatives, people you greatly dislike, 
companies in which you have a vested interest 

• Avoid reading other reviews of the same title 
until yours is completed 

• If your employing library lets you write your 
reviews on company time, you should offer them 
the book first at no charge (right of first refusal) 

• Even if you write the review on your own time, 
it’s bad form to sell it to your own library 

• It’s bad form to offer review books for sale on 
professional listservs 

 



Me . . . Jane.  Written & illustrated by Patrick McDonnell. 

Booklist review published March 15, 2011. 

 

  Little Jane loves her stuffed animal, a chimpanzee named 
Jubilee, and carries him everywhere she goes. Mainly, they go 
outdoors, where they watch birds building their nests and squirrels 
chasing each other. Jane reads about animals in books and keeps a 
notebook of sketches, information, and puzzles. Feeling her kinship 
with all of nature, she often climbs her favorite tree and reads about 
another Jane, Tarzan’s Jane. She dreams that one day she, too, will 
live in the African jungle and help the animals. And one day, she 
does. With the story’s last page turn, the illustrations change from 
ink-and-watercolor scenes of Jane as a child, toting Jubilee, to a 
color photo of Jane Goodall as a young woman in Africa, extending 
her hand to a chimpanzee. Quietly told and expressively illustrated, 
the story of the child as a budding naturalist is charming on its own, 
but the photo on the last page opens it up through a well-chosen 
image that illuminates the connections between childhood dreams 
and adult reality. On two appended pages, “About Jane Goodall” 
describes her work, while “A Message from Jane” invites others to 
get involved. This remarkable picture book is one of the few that 
speaks, in a meaningful way, to all ages. 

       — Carolyn Phelan 





Stephanie: good LJ reviews 
• Utley, Robert M. Geronimo. Yale Univ. (Lamar Series in Western 

History). Nov. 2012. c.376p. photogs. bibliog. index. ISBN 
9780300126389. $30. BIOG 

• Utley (former chief historian, National Park Svc.; The Lance and the 
Shield: The Life and Times of Sitting Bull) provides a welcome 
biography of Geronimo, the famed leader of the last group of 
Chiricahua Apache supporting themselves by actively raiding the 
Mexican-American border region. The author emphasizes the point 
that Geronimo, while known as a war leader, achieved his greatest 
fame in 1885–86 avoiding capture or battle with armies under Gen. 
George Crook and then Gen. Nelson Miles before his final surrender. 
This book can be viewed as a companion work to Southwestern 
historian Edwin R. Sweeney’s recent works on the Apache (From 
Cochise to Geronimo: The Chiricahua Apaches, 1874–1886; Mangas 
Coloradas: Chief of the Chiricahua Apaches); the book is dedicated 
to Sweeney. VERDICT Owing to Utley’s use of Mexican archival 
resources and newspapers, this now stands as the most up-to-date 
and comprehensive biographical study of Geronimo, who has proven 
as elusive to many historians as he was to the U.S. Army. Highly 
recommended for academic libraries in particular, it will be essential 
to many public libraries and private readers as well.—Nathan E. 
Bender, Albany Cty. P.L., WY 

 



• Diener, Michelle. The Emperor’s Conspiracy. Gallery: S. & S. 
Nov. 2012. 336p. ISBN 9781451684438. pap. $15. F 

• Charlotte started life in a London rookery, began working as a 
chimney sweep’s assistant at age four, and at age 12 was 
rescued from a fiery end by Lady Catherine Howe. Now in 
1811, Miss Charlotte Raven has the skills and experience to 
move easily through the fashionable society world of her 
guardian, but she remains equally connected to her childhood 
protector, crime boss Luke Bracken. When Lord Edward 
Durnham and Charlotte cross paths in the effort to save his 
sister’s family, the connection is so immediate and intense it 
can only result in either a shared beginning or a tragic end. 
VERDICT An unconventional heroine is the star of this 
unusual debut, but there’s nothing odd about how quickly 
readers will be engaged by the characters and the action. 
Complicated, intricate relationships, and clever, slowly 
unfolding criminal plot to destroy the British upper class create 
a dynamic tension that is impossible to resist. An open, but 
satisfying, ending fits the novel’s tone while still leaving hope 
for a second novel. Suggest to fans of Elizabeth Chadwick or 
Lauren Willig. A readers’ group guide is included.—Stacey 
Hayman, Rocky River P.L., OH 

 



• Ferroni, Lara. Real Snacks: Make Your Favorite 
Childhood Treats Without All the Junk. Sasquatch. 2012. 
c.192p. photogs. index. ISBN 9781570617881. pap. 
$19.95. COOKING 

• In her second cookbook, Seattle-based food writer and 
photographer Ferroni (Doughnuts) shows readers how to 
make their favorite snacks (e.g., Vanilla Snack Cakes, 
Ice Cream Sandwiches, Cheesy Fish) using more 
healthful ingredients. For example, her Mini Cake 
Doughnuts, a clever take on a vending machine favorite, 
are made with spelt, rye, and barley flours. The featured 
flours, fats, and sweeteners never feel like mere 
substitutions; Ferroni has picked them with particular 
flavors and textures in mind, and she explains all of them 
in an introductory chapter (“Real Ingredients”). Each 
recipe includes a gluten-free and vegan variation. 
VERDICT Ferroni proves that snacks need neither 
preservatives nor processed ingredients to be delicious. 
Highly recommended. – Lisa Campbell, University of Michigan, 
Ann Arbor. 

 
 



 

Help others get started 

Have fun 


