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Meeting—how often and when?
The most important thing is to pick a schedule...and stick with it. 

 How Often - Once a month works best for most clubs—although some read 
longer books and stretch their meetings out to every 6 weeks. A lot of clubs 
shut down for the summer.

When - Most clubs meet during the week: mid-morning, lunchtime, dinner,  
or early evening. For others weekends work best. 

Where should we meet?
Homes, clubhouses, public libraries, churches, cafes and restaurants 
—all make good meeting places.

How do we keep in touch?
Send out monthly meeting reminders. For those who don’t use email, text  
or send postcards. Distribute a complete list of phone numbers, as well as 
home, email, and Twitter addresses.

Keeping memories
Keep a club journal—a binder to keep track of the books you’ve read, plot 
summaries, discussion highlights, and members’ opinions. It especially helps 
to bring new members up to speed.

How to Run a Book Club

Basic Ground Rules
Members who haven’t read the book - Come anyway. Not everyone can 
finish every book, but non-readers may still have valuable insights.

Disagreements about the book - Be gracious! There is no one way to 
experience or interpret a book. In fact, differing opinions are good.

Members who prefer to socialize - Be gentle but firm. Insist that discussion 
time be limited to the book. Some clubs hold book discussions first and invite 
“social members” to join afterward.

Dominating personalities - Never easy. “Let’s hear from some others”  
is one approach. Some clubs pass an object around the room; you talk only 
when you hold the object. If the person continues to dominate, a friendly 
conversation (never e-mail) might work. If all fails, sometimes they’ve just got 
to go—for the good of the club.

What kind of 
book club?
First, decide on a club orientation: somewhere 
between highly social...and seriously academic. If 
you make this decision at the outset, you’ll know 
who to invite and what books to read.

What kind of books?
Think about the books you enjoy—in terms of genre and level of difficulty. 
First, consider a mix of genres. 

 Fiction - general, current or classic, historical, mystery, sci-fi, western, 
romance.

Non-fiction - memoir, biography, history, current events, science, travel, 
cooking.

Others - poetry and drama.

Next, vary your reading by moving between more challenging works...and 
those on the lighter side. (See How to Select Your Books)

What about members? 
Number - 6-10 members are best: enough for a discussion if some are 
absent, but not too many to make discussions unwieldy.

Getting started - start with 3 friends, all devoted readers; ask each to invite 
1 to 3 others. It’s not important for everyone to know one another; in fact, 
it’s fun if you don’t. After you meet a couple of times, you can grow the club 
at your own pace. (Or not.)

Caution be sure to find people with similar reading styles. If you think 
Dostoevsky is a light beach read, don’t ask someone who thinks Marley and 
Me is a slog. Even if that person’s a close friend, It—won’t—work.
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Meeting Format
Allow 2 to 2-1/2 hours per meeting

•	 30-45	min.	—	social	time	(eat,	drink,	be	merry) 
•	 15-20	min.	—	administrative	matters 
•	 60-90	min.	—	book	discussion

Holding the Discussion
With a leader 

•	 	Appoint	a	club	member—whoever	selected	the	book	or	the	person	
who is hosting. Some clubs have one member who enjoys leading all 
discussions.

•	 		Invite	an	outside	facilitator	(English	teacher	or	librarian),	paid	or	unpaid.

Without a leader 

•	 	Take	turns	going	around	the	room,	allowing	each	member	to	talk	about	
his or her experience reading the book.

•	 	Hand	out	index	cards.	Ask	everyone	to	write	a	question	or	observation;	
then select one or more to discuss.

How to Select Book Club Books

Basic Do’s & Don’ts
1. Don’t read favorites

Reading a book someone “just loves” can lead to hurt feelings—like inviting 
people	into	your	living	room	to	critique	your	decor.	Best	to	stay	on	neutral	
territory. 

2. Book Club Kits

Newcastle Region Library has a range of book club kits available for book 
clubs to loan. The kits will provide all of your members of a copy of the same 
book for free!

3.  Do choose for good discussions

Some books don’t offer a lot to chew on in the way of discussion. They may be 
great reads (mysteries, spy thrillers) but don’t have much to talk about. Look 
for works rich in characterization and ideas.

4. Don’t choose for the whole year

It ties you into a year-long rigid schedule with no flexibility to add exciting 
new works you might learn about. And it’s unfair for those who miss the one 
meeting when selections are made.

5. Do choose 2 or 3 at a time

This allows members to read at their own pace. It’s especially helpful for those 
who travel or miss a meeting or two.

6. Don’t get stuck in a rut  

A steady diet of one thing can be dull, dull, dull—so mix styles and genres. 
Intersperse heavier reads and lighter ones; fiction (current and classic) with 
non-fiction, poetry, and drama.

7. Do establish limits

Set some basic ground rules up front, so you don’t get into misunderstandings 
as you go along.

•	 	Some	clubs	limit	selections	to	paperbacks—easier	on	the	pocketbook;	
others read both soft and hard-cover.

•	 	Some	clubs	limit	page	number—300-400	pages	a	month	is	a	healthy	
read. Other clubs enjoy longer reads at 500-700 pages—or shorter at 
less than 300. You can also split up longer books into 2 sessions. Nothing 
wrong with that.

8. Don’t let the same people choose

Make sure everyone gets a say in what books to select. One person shouldn’t 
be in charge of the process, nor should one or two dominate. 

Selecting Books
Vote

All members make suggestions, followed by an open discussion, and vote.

Rotate

Members take turns, each choosing a book for a given month.

Mixed

Members rotate each month, with the member whose turn it is proposing 3 
different titles; members then vote to select 1 book out of the 3 choices.
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How to Discuss a Book

How to lead a discussion 

1  Toss one question at a time out to the group. 

2  Select a number of questions, write each on an index card, and 
pass	them	out.	Each	member	(or	team	of	2	or	3)	takes	a	card	and	
answers	the	question.

3   Use a prompt (an object) related to the story. It can help stimulate 
members’ thinking about some aspect of the story.  (Think maps, 
photographs, paintings, food, apparel, a music recording, a film 
sequence.)

4   Pick out a specific passage from the book—a description, an idea, 
a line of dialogue—and ask members to comment on it. (Consider 
how a passage reflects a character...or the work’s central meaning...or 
members’ lives or personal beliefs.)

5  Choose a primary character and ask members to comment on him 
or her. (Think character traits, motivations, how he/she affects the 
story’s	events	and	characters,	or	revealing	quotations.)

6  Distribute hand-outs to everyone in order to refresh memories or to 
use as talking points. Identify the primary characters and summarize 
the plot.

General Questions for Fiction
1  How did you experience the book? Were you engaged immediately, 

or did it take you a while to “get into it”? How did you feel reading it—
amused, sad, disturbed, confused, bored...?

2  Describe the main characters—personality traits, motivations, inner 
qualities.	

			•	Why	do	characters	do	what	they	do?	
			•	Are	their	actions	justified?
			•		Describe	the	dynamics	between	characters	(in	a	marriage,	family,	or	

friendship). 
			•	How	has	the	past	shaped	their	lives?	
			•	Do	you	admire	or	disapprove	of	them?	
			•	Do	they	remind	you	of	people	you	know?

3  Do the main characters change by the end of the book? Do they grow 
or mature? Do they learn something about themselves and how the world 
works?

4  Is the plot engaging—does the story interest you? Is this a plot-driven 
book: a fast-paced page-turner? Or does the story unfold slowly with 
a focus on character development? Were you surprised by the plot’s 
complications? Or did you find it predictable, even formulaic?

5  Talk about the book’s structure. Is it a continuous story...or interlocking 
short stories? Does the time-line more forward chronologically...or back 
and forth between past and present? Does the author use a single 
viewpoint or shifting viewpoints? Why might the author have chosen to 
tell the story the way he or she did—and what difference does it make in 
the way you read or understand it?

Choose a primary character  
and ask members to comment  

on him or her. (Think character traits, 
motivations, how he/she affects the 

story’s events and characters,  
or revealing quotations.)
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6  What main ideas—themes—does the author explore? (Consider 
the title, often a clue to a theme.) Does the author use symbols to 
reinforce the main ideas? 

7  What passages strike you as insightful, even profound? Perhaps a bit 
of dialogue that’s funny or poignant or that encapsulates a character? 
Maybe there’s a particular comment that states the book’s thematic 
concerns?

8  Is the ending satisfying? If so, why? If not, why not...and how would 
you change it?

9  If you could ask the author	a	question,	what	would	you	ask?	Have	
you read other books by the same author? If so how does this book 
compare. If not, does this book inspire you to read others?

10  Has this novel changed you—broadened your perspective? Have 
you learned something new or been exposed to different ideas about 
people or a certain part of the world?

Generic Questions for Non-fiction

1  If your book offers a cultural portrait—of life in another country or 
region	of	your	own	country,	start	with	questions	a,	b,	and	c	...	

a.  What observations are made in the book?  
Does the author examine economics and politics, family 
traditions, the arts, religious beliefs, language or food?

b.   Does the author criticize or admire the culture? 
Does	he/she	wish	to	preserve	or	change	the	way	of	life?	Either	
way, what would be risked or gained?

c.   What is different from your own culture? What do you find most 
surprising, intriguing or difficult to understand?

2  What is the central idea discussed in the book? What issues or 
ideas does the author explore? Are they personal, sociological, global, 
political, economic, spiritual, medical, or scientific? 

3  Do the issues affect your life? How so—directly, on a daily basis, or more 
generally? Now or at sometime in the future?

4   What evidence does the author use to support the book’s ideas? Is the 
evidence convincing...definitive or...speculative? Does the author depend on 
personal opinion, observation, and assessment? Or is the evidence factual—
based	on	science,	statistics,	historical	documents,	or	quotations	from	
(credible) experts?

5  What kind of language does the author use? Is it objective and 
dispassionate? Or passionate and earnest? Is it polemical, inflammatory, 
sarcastic? Does the language help or undercut the author’s premise?

6   What are the implications for the future? Are there long- or short-term 
consequences	to	the	issues	raised	in	the	book?	Are	they	positive	or	
negative...affirming or frightening?

7  What solutions does the author propose? Who would implement those 
solutions? How probable is success?

8  How controversial are the issues raised in the book? Who is aligned on 
which sides of the issues? Where do you fall in that line-up?

9  Talk about specific passages that struck you as significant—or interesting, 
profound, amusing, illuminating, disturbing, sad...? What was memorable?

10  What have you learned after reading this book? Has it broadened your 
perspective about a difficult issue—personal or societal? Has it introduced 
you to a culture in another country...or an ethnic or regional culture in your 
own country?
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Read-Think-Talk

1 Does the Book engage you?

2 Why or Why not?

3 Explore the following:

Character 

•		Are	the	characters	convincing? Do they come alive for you? How would 
you describe them — as sympathetic, likeable, thoughtful, intelligent, 
innocent, naive, strong or weak? Something else?

•		Do	you	identify with any characters? Are you able to look at events in the 
book through their eyes — even if you don’t like or approve of them?

•		Are	characters	developed psychologically and emotionally? Do you have 
access to their inner thoughts and motivations? Or do you know them 
mostly through dialogue and action?

•		Do	any	characters	change or grow by the end of the story? Do they 
come to view the world and their relationship to it differently?

Plot

•		Is	the	story	plot-driven, moving briskly from event to event? Or is it 
character-driven, moving more slowly, delving into characters’ inner-lives?

•		What	is	the	story’s	central	conflict—character vs. character...vs. society...
or vs. nature (external)? Or an emotional struggle within the character 
(internal)? How does the conflict create tension?

•		Is	the	plot	chronological? Or does it veer back and forth between past 
and present?

•		Is	the	ending a surprise or predictable? Does the end unfold naturally? 
Or is it forced, heavy handed, or manipulative? Is the ending satisfying, or 
would you prefer a different ending?

Point of View 

•		Who tells the story—a character (1st-person narrator)? Or an unidentified 
voice outside the story (3rd-person narrator)? Does one person narrate—or are 
there shifting points of view? 

•		What	does	the	narrator	know? Is the narrator privy to the inner-life of one or 
more of the characters...or none? What does the narrator let you know?

Imaginative Development 

•		What	about	theme—the larger meanings behind the work? What ideas does the 
author explore? What is he or she trying to say?

•	 Symbols intensify meaning. Can you identify any in the book—people, actions or 
objects that stand for something greater than themselves?

•		What	about	irony—a different outcome, or reality, than expected. Irony mimics 
real life: the opposite happens from what we desire or intend...unintended 
consequences.

 

The rules of a book club

1. you do not talk about book club

2. you do not talk about book club

3. one book at a time

4. no notes

5.  conversations will go on as long as 
they have to

6.  if this is your first night at book club 
you have to talk

(Thanks to LitLovers for your ideas)




