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Reading, Writing, Reviewing:
³7KH�$QDWRP\�RI�DQ�$UWLFOH´
Gilbert Martin, MD

,W� LV�FOHDU�WR�DOO�SURIHVVLRQDOV�ZRUNLQJ�LQ�WKH�KHDOWK�¿HOG�WRGD\�
WKDW� LW� LV� LQFUHDVLQJO\� GLႈFXOW� WR� NHHS� DEUHDVW� RI� WKH�PHGLFDO�
literature.  The biomedical literature is expanding at a rate that 
doubles every 10-15 years and increases 10-fold every 35-50 
years.

For most of us, the time allotted for reading the literature is de-
creased as other responsibilities increase.  Therefore the need 
for a process to select material which is interesting, pertinent, 
valid and applicable is important. 

Although reading and reviewing material is a critical and con-
WLQXDO�SDUW�RI�RXU�SURIHVVLRQDO� OLYHV�� WKH�ZULWLQJ�RI�D� ³SLHFH�RI�
medical literature” often is not considered. Medical writing has 
EHFRPH�GXOO��GHSHUVRQDOL]HG�DQG�QRW�LQWHUHVWLQJ���7KH�UHODWLRQ-
ship between editor and author is too formal.  Fear of rejection 
and inadequate training in syntax and the application of the sci-
HQWL¿F�PHWKRG� WXUQ�DZD\� LQGLYLGXDOV�ZKR�GR�KDYH� LQIRUPDWLRQ�
which should be shared by healthcare professionals.  Worth-
ZKLOH�LGHDV�ZKHWKHU�SUHVHQWHG�DV�D�³OHWWHU�WR�WKH�HGLWRU�´�³ERRN�
UHYLHZ�´� ³RULJLQDO� DUWLFOH�´� RU� ³OLWHUDWXUH� UHYLHZ´� FDQ� EH� WLPHO\�
and informative. 

This column will present a method of selecting and reviewing 
material from the medical literature and assist the individual in 
understanding the requirements of a medical journal and its 
HGLWRULDO�VWDႇ���8VLQJ�PDWHULDO�IURP�WKH�OLWHUDWXUH��ZH�ZLOO�GLVVHFW�
GLႇHUHQW�W\SHV�RI�DUWLFOHV�DQG�RXWOLQH�WKH�ZULWLQJ�DQG�HGLWLQJ�RI�
DQ�³LQGLYLGXDO�SLHFH�RI�VFLHQWL¿F�LQIRUPDWLRQ�´

The Book Review

As the medical literature expands, the need for interested and 
competent book reviewers becomes important as we depend 
upon the judgment of the reviewer as a guide in selecting and 
EX\LQJ� ERRNV�� 7KHUH� DUH� VSHFL¿F� VWHSV� WKDW� FDQ� EH� WDNHQ� LQ�
appraising a book. Learning the basic skills of book reviewing 
will increase the average reader’s ability to understand and ap-
preciate a book. Since the book reviewer is oftentimes a spe-
FLDOLVW� LQ� WKH� ¿HOG� WKDW� LV� EHLQJ� UHYLHZHG�� ELDV� DQG� QRQREMHF-
WLYH�VWDWHPHQWV�PD\�EH�RႇHUHG���7KH�UHYLHZHU�PXVW�EH�KRQHVW��
balanced, show enthusiasm and especially courage.  Readers 
expect intellectual appraisal as their decision to buy and read 
the book can depend upon the review. 

%RRN�UHYLHZV�DUH�HLWKHU�'(6&5,37,9(�RU�(9$/8$7,9(�

I.    Descriptive review:   

A. Makes book’s existence known

B. States author, publisher, price

&��(ODERUDWHV�WDEOH�RI�FRQWHQWV��

,,����(YDOXDWLYH�UHYLHZ��

A. Review material

%��2ႇHU�RSLQLRQV��

C. Does not assist in the decision to buy or read the book. 

The National Coalition for Infant 

Health advocates for:

A collaborative of professional, clinical, 
community health, and family support 
organizations improving the lives of 

premature infants and their families through 
education and advocacy. 

www.infanthealth.org 

Access to an exclusive human milk 

diet for premature infants

Increased emotional support resources 

for parents and caregivers suffering 
from PTSD/PPD

Access to RSV preventive treatment for 
all premature infants as indicated on the 
FDA label

Clear, science-based nutrition guidelines 

for pregnant and breastfeeding mothers

Safe, accurate medical devices and 
products designed for the special 
needs of NICU patients

Peer Reviewed

“ This column will present a method 
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the individual in understanding the 
UHTXLUHPHQWV�RI�D�PHGLFDO�MRXUQDO�DQG�LWV�
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The Necessary Steps to Successful Book Review

I.    Read the guidelines which should be provided by the pub-
lisher for instructing the author.  

$��0RVW�³LQIRUPDWLRQ�WR�DXWKRUV´�VHFWLRQV�LQ�MRXUQDOV�GR�QRW�
provide this information

B. It is important to know the desired length of the review. 
��������ZRUGV�VKRXOG�VXႈFH��

II.   Read the book

A. First reading – skim the book noting table of contents, 
length of chapters, intended audience, general appear-
ance, legibility, clarity of illustrations.  Notes should be 
WDNHQ�VR� WKDW� WKH�¿QDO� UHYLHZ�ZLOO� LQFOXGH� WKLV� LQIRUPD-
tion. 

B. Second reading – slower with more concentration.  Mark 
passages in the margins or use inserts to make notes.  
Consider the following:

1. ,V�WKH�PDWHULDO�ZHOO�RUJDQL]HG"

2. ,V�WKH�PDWHULDO�SUHVHQWHG�ZHOO"

3. $UH�WKH�IDFWV�DFFXUDWH"

4. ,V�WKH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�XS�WR�GDWH"

5. ,V�WKH�H[SHULPHQWDO�ZRUN�SUHVHQWHG"

6. Is the style clear, informative and most important 
UHDGDEOH"

7. ,V�WKH�V\QWD[�FOHDU"

8. ,V�WKHUH�D�XVHIXO�LQGH["�

III.      Response decision – book reviewing is not a passive 
process.  The reader depends upon an objective review 
of the material but wants to know your opinion. It is best 
WR�OHW�\RXU�������WKRXJKWV�³VLW´�IRU�D�GD\�RU�WZR�EHIRUH�ZULW-
ing the opinion portion of the review.  This part usually 
is the last paragraph of the review. 

IV.   Be aware of your style – It is important to write in an in-
formative, interesting manner. But do not do this at the 
author’s expense.  Be wary of the self-promoting reviewer 
who is as interested in his/her reputation as the material 
at hand.  State your bias early in the review if necessary.  
'R�QRW�FRPSDUH�WKLV�ZRUN�ZLWK�RWKHUV�LQ�WKH�¿HOG���%H�FULWL-
FDO�RI�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�DQG�PDWHULDO�LQFRUUHFW�RU�OHIW�RXW���(YHQ�
suggest a method to include such material in a future edi-
tion, but do not compete with the author. 

V.     Do not review the book of a close friend or distant enemy.  
The former review will not be objective and the latter will 
test your true credibility.   

VI.   If you are not familiar with the material presented and do 
not have the time to carefully review the information it is 
best to return the book and decline the review.  Although 
well-intentioned with the thought of learning new material, 
the review of a book which has unfamiliar information is 
GLႈFXOW�WR�ZULWH��DQG�\RX�ZLOO�ORVH�HQWKXVLDVP�TXLFNO\���

VII.  Do not read other reviews before doing your own.  Avoid 
promotional material as well since  quotations from other 
sources can be misleading and add to bias.  

VIII. The review itself:

$���� 7KH�¿UVW�SDUDJUDSK�VKRXOG�DWWUDFW�WKH�UHDGHU¶V�DWWHQ-
tion.  In this section the author’s purpose and intend-
ed readership should be mentioned. 

B.   The second paragraph should deal with a general 
overview of the content with a statement about the 
SUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�VFLHQWL¿F�PDWHULDO���7KLV�SDUW�FDQ�
be expanded to include a more careful content re-
view if applicable.  Additions or deletions can also be 
RႇHUHG�DW�WKLV�WLPH�

C.   The third paragraph should discuss the unique as-
pect of the book, its strengths and weaknesses.

'���� 7KH� ¿QDO� SDUDJUDSK� FRQVLVWV� RI� D� VXPPDU\� VWDWH-
ment with comments about clarity, style, references, 
and readability.  The reviewer’s opinion should be 
stated in this section.

([DPSOH�RI�D�%RRN�5HYLHZ��������������

Comments:

��� 7KH� ¿UVW� VHQWHQFH� ³:KDW� KDSSHQV� WR� EDELHV� DIWHU� GLV-
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FKDUJH�IURP�WKH� LQWHQVLYH�FDUH�QXUVHU\"´� �7KLV�VHQWHQFH�
is an eye-catching opening and leads the reader to con-
tinue.

��� ,Q�WKH�¿UVW�SDUDJUDSK�VWDUWLQJ�ZLWK�'U��5RVVHWWL�DQG�HQGLQJ�
with speech assessment, the purpose and intending audi-
ence are presented. 

��� 7KH�QH[W�VHQWHQFH�VWDUWLQJ�ZLWK� WKH�ZRUG� ³XQIRUWXQDWHO\´�
DQG�HQGLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�ZRUGV�³SRVWQDWDO�SHULRG´� LV�D�UXQ�RQ�
sentence and although the writer of the review includes 
some negative comments (which often important) is dif-
¿FXOW�WR�JHW�WKURXJK�

4. The paragraph describing the chapters is helpful, but I be-
lieve it is too detailed. 

��� ,Q�WKH�¿QDO�SDUDJUDSK��WKH�ZRUG�³SUREDEO\´�LQ�WKH�¿UVW�VHQ-
tence should be deleted. The writer points out the mis-
WDNHV�DQG�ZHDNQHVVHV�DQG�HQGV�E\�VD\LQJ�WKDW�³D�KLJKO\�
PRWLYDWHG�QHZFRPHU�ZRXOG�SUREDEO\�¿QG�LW�RI�VRPH�XVH�´

6. The number of words is 380 which is within a range which 
is not too cumbersome.  

7. Based on this review, I would not purchase this mono-
graph.  

Disclosure: Dr. Martin indicates no relevant disclosure.
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