How to Read NNovels Like a Professor:

A Jaunty Exploration of the World’s Favorite Literary Form
by Thomas C. Foster

18 things we can tell about a book on the first page. It is a great
guide for students who struggle with annotation. If you can point
students to look for
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18. instructions on how to read the novel (whew!),

then you will have paved the way for them to better understand
the novel and help them figure out what to look for when they
read. A bit much? Take a good look!



“18 Things”: An Exercise in Close Reading

According to Thomas C. Foster, the first page, “sometimes the first paragraph, even the first
sentence can give you everything you need to know to read [a] novel.” He claims there are “18
things” the first page or so can tell you. With your group, divide the list up and see how many of
the literary elements on this list you can glean from the first pages of your novel. Take some
notes, mark your passages carefully, and be ready to share your findings (with examples from
the text) in class. I can’t wait to see what you find!

1. Style: Short or long sentences? Simple or complex? Consider the WAY this writer
writes. What can you tell right away about his style?

2. Tone: Elegiac? Matter of fact? Ironic? Poetic? What is the tone of the work?

3. Mood: Tone is about how the novel’s voice sounds—mood is about how it feels about
what it is telling. Does it capture regret? Guilt? Anger? Consider the feelings...

4. Diction: What kinds of words does this novel use? Common% Rare? Challenging?
Full of imagery?

5. Point of view: Is this a “he/she” story or an “I” story? This is less about identity than
the perspective of the story.

6. Narrative presence: This is the “who” of the story. Is this story told by a
“disembodied” voice? Inside or outside the story? What is our narrator’s personality?
Is it inviting you in or pushing you out?

7. Narrative attitude: Consider the narrator’s attitude toward events and characters.
How does he/she feel about what is going on?

8. Time frame: When is all this happening? A long time ago? How can we tell? Will the
novel cover a long time period or a short one?

9. Time arrangement: Will time go fast or slow? Flashbacks or linear? How does the
writer arrange time?

10. Place: Yes, I mean setting, but also more than setting. Consider place as a “sense of
things, a mode of thought, a way of seeing.” Place can be both locale and story.

11. Motif: Look for patterns that repeat. Motif can be image, action, language pattern,
anything that repeats.

12. Theme: This is about “aboutness” or the “so what” of the novel. Sometimes the
author will hint at theme(s) from the very beginning.

13. Irony: or not. Some novels don’t use it, but look for it right away.

14. Rhythm: There are two levels in a novel—prose and narrative. Prose is related to
diction, sentences. Narrative is the rhythm of the work itself, the story. Does the writer
blurt out information or withhold? Bury in a tangle of sentences or events?

15. Pace: How fast do we go? Leisurely? Rushed? Why?

16. Bxpectations: Of the writer, or the reader. Foster says, “Yes, expectations of the
reader.” Does the novelist expect a reader who is patient? Curious? Someone who is
wacky and unafraid of the unconventional? What do we expect from the first page here?
17. Character: Not always on page one, but often it is. It’s helpful to start novels with
people. What can you tell about them here?

18. Instructions on how to read the novel: According to Foster, “all of the previous
elements...go into teaching us how the novel “wants” to be read.” What instructions are
there in the first few pages of this book? Considering this list, how do you view the novel
differently now?

Source: How to Read Novels Like a Professorby Thomas C. Foster



