
X-Raying a Book*


Systematic Skimming or Pre-Reading

1. Look at the title page and, if the book has one, at its preface.

2. Study the table of contents

3. Check the index, making a quick estimate of the range of topics covered and the kinds of books and authors referred to. When the terms listed seem critical, look up at least some of the passages cited. This may lead to the crux (the point on which the book hinges) or the new departure, which is the key to the author’s approach and attitude.

4. Read the publisher’s blurb (the dust jacket).

5. Look at the chapters that seem to be pivotal to its argument.

6. Begin to turn the pages of the book… examining paragraphs here and there, maybe a few pages, not more than that.

At this point, you’ve learned whether the book contains matter that you still want to dig out, or whether it deserves no more of your time and attention.

The Four Basic Questions a Reader Asks

1. What is the book about as a whole? Discover the leading theme of the book, and how the author develops this theme in an orderly way by subdividing it into its essential subordinate themes or topics.

2. What is being said in detail, and how? Discover the main ideas, assertions, and arguments that constitute the author’s particular message.

3. Is the book true, in whole or part? 

4. What of it? If the book has given you information, you must ask about its significance. Why does the author think it is important to know these things? Is it important for you to know them too? What is further implied or suggested by the book, but not stated?

Steps to X-Raying a Book

Rules for finding what a book is about...

1. Classify the book according to kind and subject matter.

2. State what the whole book is about with the utmost brevity.

3. Enumerate its major parts in their order and relation and outline them.

4. Define the problem or problems the author is trying to solve.

Rules for finding what a book says…

5. Come to terms with the author by interpreting his/her key words.

6. Grasp the author’s arguments, by finding them in, or constructing them out of, sequences of sentences.

7. Determine which of his/her problems the author has solved, and which he/she has not; and as to the latter, decide which the author knew he/she had failed to solve.







*Derived from  Adler, Mortimer J. and Van Doren, Charles. 1972. How to Read a Book: The Classic Guide to Intelligent Reading. New York: Simon & Schuster.


