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BOOK REVIEWS

PREPARED BY

COMBINED ARMS DIVISION

FIRE SUPPORT AND COMBINED ARMS OPERATIONS DEPARTMENT

U.S. ARMY FIELD ARTILLERY SCHOOL

FORT SILL, OKLAHOMA

THE BOOK REVIEW

REFERENCE: AR 25-50, Preparing and Managing Correspondence.

GENERAL: A book review presents a summary and critical analysis of a text. It tells the reader about the key points of the book and its overall value. It includes judgments on the content, style, quality, and usefulness of the text. It offers recommendations as to who should read the text and what actions they (or the Army) should take.

GUIDELINES FOR WRITING A BOOK REVIEW

·
As you read the book, take notes on the key points of each chapter. Identify key concepts, key characters, and key passages as you go.

·
Write your book review as a summary and critical analysis using the memorandum format or essay format.

·
When providing an analysis, be clear and concise. Cite specific details, passage, or direct quotations to support your point.

·
Use the appropriate verb tense.

·
To describe the author's credentials, use the past tense.

RIGHT: Russell Weigley wrote The American Way of War to describe the patterns in American military warfare. He used a wide variety of historical documents and texts for his information.

RIGHT: Stephen Crane wrote The Red Badge of Courage despite never being in battle himself. He drew his information from war veterans and written accounts of battle.

· When discussing the content, style, or value of the book, use the historical present tense.

RIGHT: In Chapter 3, the lieutenant wants to show his soldiers he will do everything in his power to preserve their lives. But this creates a moral dilemma for he must also endanger his platoon ever~ time he leads it in battle.

RIGHT: All Quiet on the Western Front gives a very gripping account of the day-to-day experiences of a young German infantryman during World War I.'

·
Use the author's last name after the first mention of his complete name.

RIGHT: In his classic novel, The Red Badge of Courage, Stephen Crane describes the feel of battle in the Civil War as experienced by Henry Fleming, a young foot soldier. Crane's main stylistic device is to use color metaphors to evoke the intensity of war.
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Guidelines for Writing a Book Review

DEPARTMENT OF THE ARMY

Organizational Name

Geographical Location and Zip Code

OFFICE SYMBOL (310)






Date of Signature

MEMORANDUM FOR Addressee, Unit, Geographical Location, and Zip Code (All upper case or upper/lower case)

SUBJECT: Book Review of (Title of the BookwUnder!ined)

1. Reference. Give the full title of the book, the author's full name, and publishing data (place, publishing company, date of publication, edition, number of pages). EXAMPLE: Platoon Leader, by James R. McDonough, published in New York by Bantam Books in 1986, 197 pages.

2.
Recommendations.

a.
Audience. State who should read this book and why.

b. Actions. State what actions you recommend that Army leaders, units, soldiers, or civilians take as a result of the lessons learned in this book. Briefly state your reasons for the recommendations.

3.
Analysis of the Author.

a. Credentials. Discuss the author's qualifications to write this book. Indicate any other related texts the author has written.

b.
Purpose. Discuss why the author wrote the book.

c. Sources. Analyze the author's sources of information personal experience, interviews, scholarly research in manuscripts and documents, printed materials, the work of others, combinations of these, etc. Discuss the reliability of the sources.

d. Objectivity. Analyze the objectivity of the author in treating his subject. Discuss any biases or flaws you detect in the author's thinking.

4.
Analysis of the Content.

a.
Thesis. Identify the central, controlling idea of the book.

b. Synopsis. Write a one-paragraph summary of what happens in the book to develop or support the thesis. Keep it to 75 words.

c. Key Characters (or Key Concepts). Identify at least three key personalities in the text and state why they're important. If there aren't characters in the text, cite key concepts. Use a subparagraph for each.
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Guidelines for Writing a Book Review (Continued)

OFFICE SYMBOL

SUBJECT: Book Review of (Title of the BookwUnderlined)

d. Key Passages. Identify three important passages and explain their significance. Use a subparagraph for each.

5.
Analysis of the Quality of the Book.

a. Applicability. Identify the author's intended readers. Analyze how well the author met their needs. Also state how applicable the text is to the U.S. Army today.

b. Timeliness. State whether the book is outdated or relevant to the present and future. Explain why.

c. Completeness. State how completely the book treats the topic. Indicate whether there is adequate support for the thesis and main points.

d. Style. Judge the author's writing style. Analyze the clarity, conciseness, coherence, correctness, precision of language, logic, tone, and readability of the text

6. Lessons Learned. Discuss in detail at least three major lessons you learned from reading this book. Explain how these lessons connect to military affairs today or to lessons you have learned personally. Be thorough. Use a subparagraph for each.

7. Final Thought. Conclude your report with your final thoughts on the text. Provide an interesting ending to your report.
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NAME LINE


RANK, BRANCH


Class and Section
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Sample Book Review

DEPARTMENT OF THE ARMY

Battery C, 3d Battalion, 30th Field Artillery Fort Sill, Oklahoma 73503-5600

ATSF-TBC (310)

16 Aug 89

MEMORANDUM FOR Major Carter, Fire Support and Combined Arms Operations Department,

U.S. Army Field Artillery School, Fort Sill, OK '73503-5600

SUBJECT: Book Review of Platoon Leader

1. Reference. Platoon Leader by James McDonough, published by in New York by Bantam Books in 1986, 197 pages.

2.
Recommendations.

a. Audience. I recommend that every Army leader (E5 and above) read this book for its valuable lessons in leadership. I also recommend it for any others interested in combat leadership, small unit tactics in low-intensity conflict, or the memoirs of American soldiers in Viet Nam

b. Actions. I recommend that commanders use this book (along with The Red Badge of Courage, All Quiet on the Western Front, and Company Commander) in Officer and Noncommissioned Officer Professional Development classes.

3.
Analysis of the Author.

a. Credentials. James McDonough is a career Army officer. A 1968 graduate of the United States Military Academy, he also attended Airborne, Ranger, and Jungle Warfare School before reporting to Vietnam. There he served as a platoon leader in Company B, 4th Battalion, 505th Infantry, 173d Airborne Brigade, outside of Truong Lam.


b. Purpose. McDonough says his book is "neither an adventure yam nor a definitive

description of the war in Vietnam 
I can only suggest that the book is about an American
platoon leader in combat" (1).

c. Sources. The author's personal experiences are the source of his information. He mainly recounts the events of his stay with the 173d Airborne Brigade in 1971. As such, it is difficult to verify the accuracy of the narrative. It does, nevertheless, ring tree.

d. Objectivity. McDonough presents himself in a very positive light through most of the book, so he doesn't seem to be very objective. There is little attempt to discover the viewpoint of others about his actions.

4.
Analysis of the Content.

a. Thesis. To be a leader in combat is physically, emotionally, and intellectually demanding. Success comes from a full dedication to the mission and a sincere regard for the welfare of the soldiers.
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Sample Book Review (Continued)

ATSF-TBC

SUBJECT: Book Review of Platoon Leader

b. Synopsis. After briefly tracing the events leading to his tour in Vietnam, McDonough describes arriving in country and joining his first unit. Then he recounts various challenges he faced as an infantry platoon leader. We see him grow from an inexperienced lieutenant to an experienced combat leader. We also see the physical hardships and the emotional, social, and ethical dilemmas that complicate his job.

c.
Key Characters.

(1) 1LT James McDonough. McDonough, the central character, is an extremely adept leader. His tactical skills grow quickly, and he listens to the moves and motives of his enemy, the North Vietnamese and the Vietcong. He also learns about his own troops, and quickly gains control of his platoon.

(2) PSG John Hernandez. McDonough's first platoon sergeant, Hernandez is the only long-term professional NCO in the platoon. Close to retirement, he has a very cautious attitude and protects himself.

(3) Corporal John Killigan. A savvy, courageous, and maverick young enlisted man, Killigan has the dangerous assignment of point man for patrols. As McDonough put it, "he was the best soldier among us" (67).

d.
Key Passages.

(1)
Page 152. McDonough's decision to protect Kiligan.

(a) "The next morning I appointed Killigan the RTO. He had continuously disobeyed my order to stay off point .... Killigan was one of the few soldiers remaining since my arrival in August. I knew that the odds were heavily stacked against the point man and Killigan had taken more than his share of risks. I would put him with me"

(b) Analysis: While common sense says to keep the best man up front, McDonough handles it differently. He makes sure his subordinates know he's in charge of the platoon. He wants them also to know he'll look after their well-being, even if they don't appear concerned about themselves.

(2)
Page 52. McDonough's thoughts on fear after getting wounded.

(a) "Fear itself is not shameful. In fact, the absence of fear in the face of combat would be a suspicious abnormality of character. The challenge lies in not denying fear, but in being able to function in the face of it."

(b) Analysis: The author tries to deal directly with the most stressful of combat emotions--abject fear. He suggests a practical way of dealing with it: preparation and acceptance.

(3)
Page 141. McDonough's dilemma over endangering soldiers.
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Sample Book Review (Continued)

ATSF-TBC

SUBJECT: Book Review of Platoon Leader

(a) "It was not a simple matter of kill or be killed. I had to think of my men. I could not let them be killed because of a rigid morality on my part. But if I compromised with that morality too often, I would become little more than a war criminal, unfit to lead those men. I had to straggle to keep a sense of balance."

(b) Analysis: McDonough wants to let his soldiers know he will do everything in his power to preserve their lives. But this is not easy since he often has to endanger the platoon to accomplish the mission.

5.
Analysis of the Quality of the Book.

a. Applicability. The book is excellent for young military leaders today. They can observe another officer joining a new unit, building credibility and authority, handling problems, and coping with fear.

b. Timeliness. In this era of low-intensity conflict, McDonough's descriptions of small unit action are very timely for young U.S. combat officers. The lessons about leadership, morality, and ethics are timeless.

c. Completeness. McDonough appears to give a very thorough report of his experiences. He presents more than enough situations to support his central theme about the difficulties of combat leadership. The reader gets a fairly well-rounded view of the leadership challenges facing a combat officer.

d. Style. McDonough is a fine writer.  His narrative is very clear, direct, descriptive, and fast-paced. He handles tone extremely well, building suspense and expressing emotion effectively. Occasionally, his prose turn analytical and philosophical when he comments on the broader social or political dimensions of the conflict. For the most part, however, his book is straightforward description.

6.
Lessons Learned.

a. Be flexible. As the experiences of Lieutenant McDonough in Vietnam show over and over, a young leader will encounter situations he never expected, so he must have an open, alert mind and remain flexible. This idea of flexibility is not only very important in this book but also in the Army's Air Land Battle doctrine: leaders must be flexible and show initiative.

b. Listen and learn, but make your own decisions. McDonough makes it clear that when facing a tough decision, a leader should listen to and learn from others but remember the final decision is his. This lesson tracks with FM 22-101, Leadership Counseling, which stresses the importance of active listening. This lesson also reinforces the principle of leadership responsibility as discussed in FM 22-100, Military Leadership.

c. Learn from mistakes, but avoid repeated errors. The author seems to teach us that if young leaders make honest mistakes, they shouldn't condemn themselves but learn from their experiences and avoid repeated errors. This notion complements the Army's current climate of openness and tolerance for the legitimate mistakes of junior officers.
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Sample Book Review (Continued)

ATSF-TBC

SUBJECT: Book Review of Platoon Leader

7. Final Thought. While Platoon Leader tells the story of one fighting man's role in an important but painful chapter of American military history, its lessons are timeless. It's worth the attention of leaders at all levels.


IMA REEDER


2LT, FA


FAOBC 13-89, 3d PLT
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Sample Book Review (Essay Style)

IMA REEDER 2LT, FA

BOOK REVIEW

Platoon Leader by James McDonough, published by in New York by Bantam Books in 1986, 197 pages.

Platoon Leader is a nonfiction account of author James McDonough's experiences in the Viet Nam war. McDonough says his book is "neither an adventure yam nor a definitive description of the war in Vietnam." Rather, as he says, "the book is about an American platoon leader in combat."

The author's central theme is this: To be a leader in combat is physically, emotionally, and intellectually demanding. Success comes from a full dedication to the mission and a sincere regard for the welfare of the soldiers. And the text illustrates this theme very well.

At the heart of the narrative is 1 LT James McDonough, the narrator and central character. After briefly tracing the events leading to his tour in Vietnam, McDonough describes arriving in country and joining his first unit. Then he recounts various challenges he faces as an infantry platoon leader.

Through the text, we see Lieutenant McDonough grow from an inexperienced young Officer to an experienced combat leader. We also see the physical hardships and the emotional, social, and ethical dilemmas that complicate his job. Overall, he is extremely adept. His tactical skills grow quickly, and he listens to the moves and motives of his enemy, the North Vietnamese and the Vietcong. He also learns about his own troops, and quickly gains control of his platoon.

Another key figure is McDonough's first platoon sergeant, PSG John Humane, who is the only long-term professional NCO in the platoon. Close to retirement, he has a very cautious attitude and protects himself.

Corporal John Killigan is another important character in the book. A savvy, courageous, and maverick young enlisted man, Killigan has the dangerous assignment of point man for patrols. He is, as McDonough puts it, "the best soldier among us."

One of the key passages in the book concems McDonough's decision to protect Killigan.

The next morning I appointed Killigan the RTO. He had continuously disobeyed my order to stay off point .... Killigan was one of the few soldiers remaining since my arrival in August. I knew that the odds were heavily stacked against the point man and Killigan had taken more than his share of risks. I would put him with me.

While common sense tell him to keep the best man up from, McDonough handles the situation differently. He makes sure his subordinates know he's in charge of the platoon. He wants them also to know he'll look after their well-being, even if they don't appear concerned about themselves.
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Sample Book Review (Essay Style) (Continued)

IMA REEDER
2
.2LT, FA

Another important passage reveals McDonough's thoughts about fear. After getting wounded, the lieutenant says, "Fear itself is not shameful. In fact, the absence of fear in the face of combat would be a suspicious abnormality of character. The challenge lies in not denying fear, but in being able to function in the face of it." Here the author tries to deal directly with the most intense of combat emotions--abject fear. He suggests a practical way of dealing with it: preparation and acceptance.

McDonough's concerns about endangering soldiers produce yet another important episode in the book. He writes,

It was not a simple matter of kill or be killed. I had to think of my men. I could not let them be killed because of a rigid morality on my part. But if I compromised with that morality too often, I would become little more than a war criminal, unfit to lead those men. I had to struggle to keep a sense of balance.

In this scene McDonough wants to let his soldiers know he will do everything in his power to preserve their lives. But this is not easy since he often has to endanger the platoon to accomplish the mission.

Overall, McDonough's book on small unit leadership is very timely for U.S. combat officers. Its many lessons relate well to leaderships in this current era of low-intensity conflict.

The book's first major lesson is to be flexible. As the experiences of Lieutenant McDonough in Vietnam show over and over, a young leader encounters difficult situations he may never have expected. As such, he must have an open, alert mind and remain flexible. This idea of flexibility is not only very important in this book but also in the Army’s Air Land Battle doctrine: leaders must be flexible and show initiative.

Another key lesson of this book is to listen and learn, but make your own decisions. When facing a tough decision, a leader should listen to and learn from others but remember the final decision is his. This lesson tracks with FM 22-101, Leadership Counseling, which stresses the importance of active listening. This lesson also reinforces the principle of leadership responsibility as discussed in FM 22-100, Military Leadership.

A third valuable lesson from Platoon Leader is to learn from mistakes but avoid repeated errors. The author implies that if young leaders make honest mistakes, they shouldn't condemn themselves but learn from their experiences and avoid repeated errors. This notion complements the Army's current climate of openness and tolerance for the legitimate mistakes of junior officers.

The author, now a lieutenant colonel, is a career Army officer. A 1968 graduate of the United States Military Academy, he attended Airborne, Ranger, and Jungle Warfare School before reporting to Vietnam. There he served as a platoon leader in Company B, 4th Battalion, 505th Infantry, 173d Airborne Brigade, outside of Truong Lam. Most recently he has commanded an infantry battalion, and his latest book is about the Army's National Training Center.
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Sample Book Review (Essay Style) (Continued)

IMA REEDER 2LT, FA

The source of the information in Platoon Leader is the author’s personal experiences. He mainly recounts the events of his stay with the 173d Airborne Brigade in 1971. As such, it is difficult to verify the accuracy of the narrative. It does, nevertheless, ring true.

Since McDonough presents himself in a very positive light through most of the book, he doesn't seem to be very objective. Unfortunately, there is little attempt to describe the viewpoint of others about his actions.

Although the book is relatively short, McDonough gives a sufficiently thorough report of his experiences. He presents more than enough situations to support his central theme about the difficulties of combat leadership. The reader gets a fairly well-rounded view of the leadership challenges facing a combat officer.

As a writer, McDonough is a fine stylist whose narrative is very clear, direct, descriptive, and fast-paced. He handles tone extremely well, building suspense and expressing emotion effectively. Occasionally, his prose turns analytical and philosophical when he comments on the broader social or political dimensions of the conflict. For the most part, however, his book is straightforward description.

Overall, this book is excellent for young military leaders today. They can observe an officer joining a new unit, building credibility and authority, handling problems, and coping with fear.

I recommend that every Army leader (ES and above) read this book for its valuable lessons in leadership. I also recommend it for any others interested in combat leadership, small unit tactics in low-intensity conflict, or the memoirs of American soldiers in Vietnam.

I further recommend that commanders use this book (along with The Red Badge of Courage, All Quiet on the Western Front, and Company Commander) in Officer and Noncommissioned Officer Professional Development classes. This set of texts provides very gripping, realistic accounts of the human factor in combat.

While Platoon Leader tells the story of one fighting man's role in an important but painful chapter of American military history, its lessons are timeless. It's worth the attention of leaders at all levels.
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SEVEN RULES OF THE ARMY WRITING STYLE

STRUCTURE RULES TO ORGANIZE INFORMATION FOR A SINGLE RAPID READING.

1.
Package your ideas with the main idea (the "bottom line") up front.

a. Create a clear, descriptive title (SUBJECT:...).

b. Announce your purpose for writing (Purpose. To... ). c. State your main idea (request, recommendation, requirement, answer, or a summary of

key points).

d. Arrange your supporting information in short, organized paragraphs under clear, logical

headings.

2.
Write short paragraphs (no more than 1" deep or 90 words long).

a. Start each paragraph with the key point.

b. Give each paragraph a good header, if appropriate. 

c. Use subparagraphs and lists when possible, so key information stands out.


d. Maintain parallelism in your lists.
3.
Write short staff papers (1 to 2 pages Ion2).


a. For long papers, write a short cover document and add enclosures.


b.
Choose the right document for the writing task:


(1) Informal memorandums for informal or internal actions.


(2) Memorandums for formal papers to military readers.


(3) Letters for official or personal correspondence to civilians.

STYLE RULES FOR CLEAR, CONCISE, AND ACTIVE WRITING.


4.
Use the active voice.


a. To be active, stress the doer of an action: PV2 Lee cleaned his rifle.

b. To be passive, stress the receiver: The rifle was cleaned by PV2 Lee.


5. Use short conventional words.


a. Keep long words (three or more syllables) to 15 percent of your total.

b. Avoid jargon, cliches, double-talk, legalese, or HUT-2-3-4 phrases.

c. Use personal pronouns (I, you, he, she, we, they, us, them).

d. Try some contractions (I'm, you're, can't, won't).

e. Use precise, concrete words rather than abstract ones.

6.
Write short sentences (about 15 words on avera2e). a. Keep most sentences between 12 and 20 words. b. Cut out wordy phrases and repetition.

c. Avoid sentence stretchers (It is, There is, There are). d. Ask questions occasionally for emphasis.

CORRECTNESS RULE TO MAKE YOUR WRITING GENERALLY FREE OF ERRORS.

[image: image2.png]



Be correct, credible, and complete.

a.
Follow the format specified in the appropriate regulation.

b. Use correct spelling, punctuation, grammar, and word usage. c. Be thorough, factual, and logical. d. Be neat and legible.
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BOOK REVIEW: Revision Checklist

WRITER
EDITOR

(Instructions: Check the items which the writer fails to dc even once.)

References.

a. AR 25-50, Preparing and Managing Correspondence. b. A Guide to Effective Army Writing.

Rules 1-3: Organized for a single, rapid reading.

Includes all essential information. Identifies the references thoroughly. Provides appropriate and realistic recommendations.

Bases thesis on bookm (a complete, concise wording of the main idea). Analyzes the author, content, and quality thoroughly and objectively. Discusses either key characters or key concepts. Links characters/concepts and passages to the thesis.

Provides relevant lessons learned (derived from the thesis). Supports the analyses and lessons learned with specific details and quotations. Keeps most paragraphs 1-inch deep or less.

--
Maintains parallel structure in paragraphs and subparagraphs.

Uses appropriate paragraph headers.

Rules 4-6: Clear, concise, and active writing.
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Uses active verbs.

--
Writes conversationally.

Avoids long, awkward sentences.

Uses present tense verbs throughout (except for using past tense to describe the author's credentials). Uses the author's last name only after first mention of the complete name.

Rule 7: Correct, credible, and complete writing.

Uses correct spelling, punctuation, word usage, and grammar. Uses the correct memorandum format. Uses correct office symbol (ABCD-HHB).

Uses proper military dates (16 Dec 90 or 16 December 1990).

Uses correct MEMORANDUM FOR line.

Indents, numbers, and letters the paragraphs correctly. Uses correct margins (1-inch all around).

Uses the correct page headers and numbers on continuation pages. Uses correct signature block.

STRENGTHS

WEAKNESSES

RECOMMENDATIONS
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