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The Power of Questions 

Asking questions is one of the most important skills one can acquire.  It’s a talent we 
naturally have as children that is often discouraged — even punished — as we get 
older.    

When you’re five your parents gladly answer your questions.   When you’re fifteen — 
not so much!   By the time you’re 25 or 55 your managers, partners, friends, and 
bosses often frown upon you asking questions.  Which means that we lose the skill for 
asking great questions.  It’s not a skill we’re encouraged to develop.   

Yet, it is a skill that can — and should be refined and improved.   It’s a skill that is often 
said to be the most important one for innovators.  It’s also a skill (if done well) that will 
set you apart from others — especially if you can ask questions that get you into a 
great conversation.    

Why Do We Ask Questions?  
Questions can be a double-edged sword.  They’re not always used with good intention.   
Sometimes questions are used to punish or embarrass.   We’ve all heard the spoken 
(or implied)  ‘Why the h- -l would you do that?”  or the rhetorically expressive “Really?”    

Sometimes we ask questions with more negative intention: 
To show how much we know 
To influence someone for a negative purpose 
To embarrass or shame another 
To take control   

Often, we ask questions for positive reasons:   
To gain information or knowledge 
To clarify any confusion 
To build a relationship 
To manage a situation or move it forward 
To empathize and understand another person 
To generate new ideas & tap into creativity 
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So Here’s a Question for You:  
Why do you want to ask questions in your book group?    

Or do you?    

Maybe you don’t want to ask questions.  In that case, you’re done reading this little 
book!  😜   

But… 
If you do want to ask questions and improve your book discussions, keep reading. In 
my experience, the quality of the questions will determine the quality of your book 
club gathering.   Without great questions, it will be much harder to generate a great 
discussion.  

  

✍ 
Judge a man by his questions  

rather than his answers.   — Voltaire 
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Caveats To Consider Before Asking Book Club Questions 

Know What You Want to Achieve. 
If you’d like to generate a great conversation about your books and you want to build 
rapport within your fabulous book club, it’s a good plan to know why you’re asking 
questions and consider when it’s best to ask them. 

Truth is, most of us are rusty at our question asking skills.  We think of questions 
simply as a means of getting information.  But questions — when done well — can be a 
whole lot more.   

Generally, we don’t think much about the questions we ask — if we even ask them.  So 
you may have to slow down and think about your questions for the next few weeks.   
Why are you asking?  What do you hope to achieve?  What do you intend to do with the 
answer?   

At the end of this booklet, there is a list of resources I’d suggest you check out.  They’re 
from some of the best question askers around — and all of them have questions they 
rely upon to achieve certain ends.   

Listen. 
Having one great question isn’t a conversation.  It’s just one great question you’ve 
asked.   

Getting something out of that great question means you need its sister skill, listening.  
Questions without listening won’t get you very far toward an engaged, productive 
discussion about books — or anything else.    

The two skills — asking questions and listening carefully — go hand in hand.  
Asking great questions isn’t very useful without the ability to listen to the 
answer.  So how does one ask better questions and listen more carefully during a 
book club discussion?  It takes practice and patience.      
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Be Curious and Have Fun.  
Questions are always the best if they come from a place of genuine curiosity.  Cal 
Fussman, long-time contributor to Esquire Magazine known for his What I’ve Learned 
column is well-known as a fantastic questioner.  He often talks about his genuine 
curiosity about his interview subjects.  He really wants to know what it’s like to be them 
and do what they do.   You can bring that same curiosity to your book club discussion.  

How is it that someone sees that book so differently than you?      
What do they see?    
Why is that?    
What does it mean to them?    
How will they use the information?   
Will they change anything about themselves or their life as a result of reading 
that book?  In what way?   

Bringing genuine curiosity to your book club conversations will go far to create an 
environment of respect and generosity that turns your meeting into a memorable 
book gathering.     

✍ 
No one is dumb who is curious. The people who 

don't ask questions remain clueless  
throughout their lives.    — Neil deGrasse Tyson 
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Frameworks for Questions 

There are plenty of askers who don’t have a framework for questions.  They just ask 
questions.   

But, it you want to have an engaged book club discussion you might consider a 
question framework.  There are plenty of possibilities.  Below are three question 
frameworks that might be useful.   

Three Person Framework for Asking Questions 
A simple framework for crafting your questions about a book is to focus your 
questions around what I call the Three Person Framework.    

That is, frame your questions from three different viewpoints:  
 Questions of Yourself or Other Readers 
 Questions of the Author 
 Questions of the Characters 

This framework will work with virtually every book and it’s an interesting way to easily 
see different viewpoints.   We often forget that everyone comes to a book — fiction or 
non-fiction — from a different perspective.  And though we always prefer to be right, 
there’s rarely a perfectly ‘right’ perspective of a text.   

Asking Questions of Yourself or Other Readers 
Questions of yourself or other readers are often ‘feeling’ questions.   How did the book 
make you feel?   How do you feel about that character?  What did you feel about that 
scene?  As a reader, how did you relate to that scene, character, plot twist?   

Asking Questions of the Author 
Personally, I love to imagine asking questions of the author.  I see books as an 
opportunity to have a conversation with another person who happens to be an author 
— dead or alive.   It’s invigorating to think of your reading as an opportunity to hear the 
voices of some of the greats — DaVinci, Wharton, Montaigne, Franklin, Carter.   
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Ask questions like:  What made him or her tackle this topic?   Why did he/she include 
that episode — or not include that episode?   What does he/she want me to see here?   
Why did he/she use that word and not this word?   How did he/she come up with this?   
Why’s he or she using that tone?  Does he/she know they’re using that tone?  Was this 
intentional?   Where did that come from?  

Asking Questions of the Characters 
You often read authors talking about their characters as having a life of their own.   
Authors will say  “I had no idea he/she was going to do that.  It just happened.   It’s like XX 
took on a life of their own.”   Exploring characters and asking them ‘real people’ 
questions can be a fascinating way to get at a text and generate some interesting 
discussion.  

It can also be a way of understanding the people in our lives who generate strong 
feelings in us.   Watching a character exhibit a behavior we find egregious or just 
annoying, stepping back and seeing where it might be coming from can generate 
empathy on our part which may lead to less contentious interactions in our real lives.    

Book Writing Framework for Asking Questions 
Another more common way of asking questions about books is to follow a writer’s 
framework.  Asking questions about the components that make up a book — 
particularly a fiction book.   Though this framework can be adapted for non-fiction 
books.   

Book outline framework questions focus on  
 Questions about Plot, Subplot, and Premise 

 Questions about Theme and Meaning 

 Questions about the Characters and Backstory 

  Questions about Tone, Style, and the Writing  

Most good authors spend years working on a book.    They’ve put hours into the 
research, writing,  editing — working on draft after draft.   The 200 or 300 pages you 
get in its final form is the result of lots of thought, sweat, and tears. You’ll want to 
honor the effort and take time to digest the fine meal that’s been put in front of you — 
not just gobble it down.    
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General Question Framework 
Most book clubs don’t have a particular question framework.  They use general 
questions.  Often they ask the same set of questions for each book — which can be 
helpful as a way of framing book comparisons.   

Another option is to use the questions offered by publishers in their Reading Guide 
section found at the end of many books. Though I don’t have anything against using 
these guides, many of them are simply a marketing tool for book sales and not 
particularly exciting.   

Personally, I think generating your own questions of a book can be half the fun of the 
reading.   

At the end of this booklet, there are sample questions for these frameworks.   
Don’t be afraid to create your own questions — and have fun! 

✍ 
Culture makes people understand each other better. 

And if they understand each other better in their 
soul, it is easier to overcome the economic and 

political barriers. But first they have to understand 
that their neighbor is, in the end, just like them, with 
the same problems, the same questions.   — Paulo Coelho 
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Your Book Club Gathering & Questions 
Before the Meeting:    
Consider Sending Questions. 
Several years ago I started sending out Questions to Consider and various links to 
videos or articles to my book club.   The links were about the author or the book and 
often led to an interesting discussion at the gathering.  It also served to help keep club 
members engaged with the reading in the midst of their busy lives. 

If you’ve got a private Facebook group for your book club or another platform like 
BookClubz.com  where you communicate with members, you can send questions, 
videos, podcast links, etc.   It’s a great way to get the group thinking about some topics 
and prepare them for the conversation — and the questions to come.    

Come Prepared.   
Each book is different and generates different responses so how and where you want 
to begin your focused discussion will depend upon the book.  Don’t be afraid to mix up 
your questions from book to book. Tailor your questions to the text — consider asking 
different questions at each gathering.  It will make your meetings more interesting.  

The Meeting Beginning:   
Let People Let their Air Out. 
Most people arrive at a book club meeting ready to talk about how they felt about the 
book.  Often it’s a good idea to let the steam out of the pipes before actually trying to 
begin the discussion. Often I begin by simply asking — “Well, what did you think?”   And 
go around the room giving the eager talkers a chance to speak.  

My experience is, if you don’t allow eager talkers to let off some steam you’ll never get 
a good discussion going.  Sometimes, it’s easier and more productive for the group to 
let the air out of the pipes up front for about 5 minutes before you try to get the group 
on a more focused discussion.   

The Meeting Middle:  
Get Comfortable Being Slightly Uncomfortable. 
As you lead more discussions, you’ll get more comfortable being uncomfortable and 
look forward to finding a unique entry point for each book discussion.    Trust your gut 
and don’t be afraid to experiment.    
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BUT — have an idea before you start your meeting how you want to start your 
discussion. 

Listen carefully to the responses and followup with relevant questions that link to the 
original comment.  Often, as I listen to book discussions it feels like no one is listening 
to each other — everyone’s just prattling on! 

It’s also tempting to think you’re the best reader in your group — that you see the text 
more clearly than others. But truth is, there are a lot of ways to interpret a text.  
Sometimes, that means you’ll feel uncomfortable as you consider the thoughts of 
others.  

The Meeting End:   
 Wrap Up the Conversation with Questions. 
It’s not always possible — but having an idea of how to wrap up a book discussion is 
useful.  Otherwise, the meeting may just peter out or stop with a thud.  Several ways to 
end the book club discussion:  

Circle Back to the Beginning. 
Recap what’s been said and bring the discussion back to an opening question.   Check 
with the group and see how they feel.  If there’s been a difference of opinion, have any 
of the participants wavered in their thoughts?   In what way?   What’s the final 
assessment of the book?   

Have a Final Question. 
Some books lend themselves to final questions.   In my experience, mostly these are 
big, rhetorical questions that don’t provide any concrete closure but can bring the 
discussion to a poetic end.  A final question that brings the books back to the theme of 
the book can be a nice way of closing out the gathering.   

Set-Up Your Next Book with the Current Book.  
If you’ve got the next book already picked, you might consider setting up the new read 
by connecting it to the book you just discussed.  Is the topic related?   Are they similar 
genres?   Do the authors know of each other?    Is there a historical connection?   It can 
be a nice segue and a starting point for questions to begin the next book club meeting.  
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TIPS for Asking Questions 

Ask Followup Questions.    
As I said earlier, starting a discussion with a great first question doesn’t necessarily 
guarantee a great conversation — unless you have some useful followup questions.   

Four Basic Types of Follow-up Questions: 
Clarifying Questions:  Questions which seek to get more clarification.   One of 
the biggest mistakes we ALL make in book discussions — and life — is we 
assume we know what someone means.  Often we don’t.  Asking clarifying 
questions will also let the speaker know you’ve been listening — and that will 
get you points!   

Adjacent Questions:  Questions which are related to the original comment but 
with a slightly different perspective 

Deeper Dive Questions:  Questions which take a deeper dive into the original 
comment  

Elevating Questions:  Questions that pull the lens back on the original question 
& broaden the focus 

Michael Bungay-Stanier is one of the masters of the followup question.   I highly 
recommend his book, The Coaching Habit.  It’s a book for managers and coaches.   But, 
if you implement his suggestions, I guarantee it will improve your conversations with 
book club members and with everyone else in your life:  partners, children, colleagues, 
bosses.    

Example:  
If I heard you correctly, you like the beginning of the book better but felt like it fell off at the 
end.  Is that correct?   Can you say little more about where you think it started to fall off for 
you?   

Some useful followup questions that work in almost all discussions: 
In what way?         And then what?         Can you say a little more?   
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If you don’t like these suggestions come up with your own that suit your personal 
cadence and speaking style.   To be effective with followup question means you need 
to make them your own — otherwise, you’ll sound disingenuous and you’ll stilt the 
conversation. 
Ask Open-ended Questions.    
The biggest mistake most of us make is we ask far too many closed questions.  
Questions that result in one word answers or simply a yes or no.  There’s a place for 
closed questions, but often it's not when and where you think.  They’re generally not 
very useful to get a discussion going in a book club.   

We are so anxious these days to get to the bottom line we ‘cut right to the chase’ and 
miss all the good stuff that’s in between.   We miss the point or focus on the wrong 
answer because we’re so eager to just come to a conclusion — yesterday.    

It takes time and energy to deal with an open-ended question — most of us feel we 
don’t have that luxury.  The bottom line is — our bottom line world has taught us some 
very bad habits.   Use your book club as place to practice open ended questions.  Then 
take those open-ended questions into your world and see if they don’t get you to some 
better answers in your life.  

Ask Questions Because You Really Want to Know.  
Don’t ask questions to show off, embarrass or just to ask.  Your book club members 
will be able to tell.  Follow your curiosity and ask a question you really want to talk 
about.   Chances are what you’re interested in discussing about the book, others will 
find interesting, too.    

(Generally) Resist Starting a Question With Why.     
Why is one of those words that without the right tonal inflection can come off 
sounding harsh and judgmental.   

How often has someone asked you a question beginning with why and it sounded like 
“Why the [hell] would you do it like that?”  Certainly, most of us have gotten that tone 
from our parents or teachers at least once in a lifetime.  

Unless you’re a master with your tone of voice and can moderate it effectively, 
whenever possible, consider staying away from why.   Instead, phrase your question 
and use the words What or How — they’ve got a softer tone to them and don’t come 
with the implications hidden in “why” that so many of us carry around with us.  
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Put Questions in Your Back Pocket 
Many years ago I worked for a management psychologist whose job it was to conduct 
3-4 hour assessment interviews for top executives for his Fortune 500 clients.   He’d 
interview the top candidates for c-suite jobs and provide the hiring executive with a 
5-10 page assessment of each candidate.   He was a brilliant interviewer.   
One ‘trick’ he used to keep someone talking and get more information was to use 
follow-up questions he’d pull out of his back pocket — no matter what the person had 
been talking about.   Questions like: 

“In what way?”        “Tell me more?”      “How so?”        “Really?”   

Silence is Golden.    
Remember the blockbuster Simon and Garfunkel tune The Sound of Silence?    Most of 
us get uncomfortable with silence and we rush to fill the empty space.   But silence can 
be a powerful tool — it’s that space in between that often offers up some valuable 
insights.  

Along with getting comfortable with silence comes….  

Slow Down.    
Often we’re in a rush to get the question out — which can add negative energy from 
the listener’s perspective.  In our modern era with all the technology, we’re 
programmed to rush about and respond immediately.   (We think something is wrong 
if our email goes unanswered for more than a day!)   

Likewise, we rush to get to an answer without taking the time to question and explore 
an issue, idea, opinion more thoroughly.  Sometimes, the gold is found in the in-
between space.  

Be Mindful of Your Interruptions.    Make Sure They Have a Purpose.  
I was listening to a podcast the other day.   Two seasoned interviewers talking.  Two 
very different styles.    

The first interviewer is an interrupter.   He frequently stops his interviewee to seek 
clarification, to go deeper or to expand the conversation into another realm.  It’s a 
technique he uses deliberately.   He interviews for a podcast that’s generally a 60-
minute venue so he’s got limited time to get to the point and though he’s able to edit in 
some fashion, he’s pretty much stuck with the conversation as it is.   Because of this 
framework, he works hard to go as deep as possible as quickly as possible.   
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The second interviewer never interrupts.  He lets the person sitting across from him go 
on and on — rarely interrupting but listening intently.  Only after the speaker comes to 
the end of his thought does he lob a followup question.  He abhors interrupting his 
subjects.  In this case, he’s interviewing for a print publication so he’s got the luxury of 
longer interviews plus the ability to edit, revise, pull out the best bits and write copy 
around the interview — so he can afford to have his subjects go on and on.   

Two very different styles;  two different environments.  Both work.  Both are successful.  
Both interviewers have learned how to use — and not use — the interruption.   

I tell you this story to get you to think about how to use an interruption, effectively.   
Each situation is different.  Each subject is different.  You’ll need to experiment and 
learn when it's effective to interrupt and redirect and when it’s more conducive to 
allow the speaker to continue.    

You’ll also need to ‘read’ the person you’re interrupting.  For some, interruptions are an 
annoyance and you’ll run the risk of shutting down the conversation completely.   
   
Listen.  Listen.  Listen.    Questions Without Listening are Pointless.  
By the time you wrap up your book club gathering, you should be exhausted from 
listening.   No, I’m serious.   It takes a huge amount of focus and energy to listen well — 
that’s one of the reasons it’s such a rare skill.   

Before you ask your question,  ask yourself:  Was I listening?  Does my question follow 
the comments that were just made or am I taking the conversation off on another 
tangent?   

We all want to be seen.  One way we feel seen is when we’ve been heard.   The fastest 
way to make someone feel like they’re unimportant is to ask a question that’s 
completely unrelated to what they just said.  It’s a great technique if you want to make 
someone dislike you!    

Pay Attention to Body Language. 
I’m not a body language expert but we all know that body language often speaks 
louder than words.  It’s been my experience that strong body language often shows up 
when someone really hated the book and can’t contain themselves!   Tackling that 
conundrum can be difficult especially if it’s early in the meeting.   
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There’s no perfect solution but trust your gut, remain open to ideas and try to 
turn the negativity into a discussion about the book.   A great question to ask 
is “How could this book have been written to make it more appealing for 
you?”   

If you’re interested in learning more about body language, check out Vanessa 
Van Edwards’ book Captivate.  She’s a regular guest on podcasts and has 
several YouTube videos you can find with a quick search.    She’s got some practical 
insights that might help you manage your book discussion.  

Let Go of Your Ego.    
Book discussions should not be about being right — or getting everyone in your group 
to see the book the way you do.  Book discussions should be about exchanging ideas.    

This means you’ll need to get comfortable with letting go of control.  One of the biggest 
mistakes I’ve made (and still make) is worrying that I’m going to lose control of the 
conversation.     

I can tell you that every time I’ve relaxed — took a few deep breaths and let the 
conversation evolve with other voices — it’s been a magical evening.   

In my humble opinion, book club discussions should be more like the old-fashioned 
Salon — a gathering of people who wish to engage in conversation and exchange 
ideas.    

But this is no small feat to achieve — it takes energy, attention, and focus.   If you’re 
running a great book club discussion, more often than not you’ll find yourself 
exhausted at the end of your gathering.   That’s a very good thing!    

✍ 
In all my affairs it’s a healthy thing now and then to 

hang a question mark on the things you have long 
taken for granted.      — Bertrand Russell 
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A Short History of the Question Mark  

whatwoulditbeliketohavetoreadsentenceaftersentencewithoutanyspacesorpu
nctutionhowwouldyouknowwhatthewriterintendedandhowtoreadforcenturies
thiswashowpeoplehadtoreadtheirscrolls 

We take our written language with its upper and lower cases, spacing and 
punctuation for granted and forget that for many centuries it didn’t exist.  
Ancient readers had none of the marks that today we can’t live without!     

According to Keith Houston, author of the most delightful  Shady 
Characters: The Secret Life of Punctuation, Symbols and Other 
Typographical Marks  (one of the best titles ever!) it was a 3rd century 
Egyptian who was chief of staff at the famous library in Alexandria who 
changed this run-on nonsense. 

Aristophanes was so fed up with the painstaking effort of reading scrolls that he 
instituted a system of dots within the line of text that writers could use to indicate 
pauses. Dots at the top, middle or bottom would indicate the length of the pause.  A 
dot at the top would be a short pause as with a coma.  Middle dots would indicate a 
longer pause as with a semi-colon;  Bottom dots would indicate an even longer pause 
as with a period.    As Houston notes in his essay,  The Mysterious Origins of 
Punctuation it wasn’t quite punctuation, but it was a start.  

However, this adventure with punctuation didn’t last long.    As the Romans took over, 
Western civilization went back to ‘reading’ — which meant the reading of texts out 
loud.  With this Roman ‘reading’ — Aristophanes dots fell by the wayside.  

It was the rise of Christianity and the production of manuscripts that brought the need 
for punctuation back into focus.  Christian monks were a quieter lot than the Romans 
and did much of their ‘reading’ silently.    

The writers of these Christian texts began to see the need for punctuation in order to 
clarify the meaning of their words. Monks who read these manuscripts to themselves 
often missed their meaning.  Hence, the manuscript writers began to see the need for 
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clarification and began adding marks to their texts. But, there was still no unified 
method of punctuation. 

By the 8th century, Charlemagne the famed French King, hoping to add even more 
order to his kingdom, invited a famous English scholar, Alcuin of York, ‘the most 
learned man anywhere to be found’ to join the French court. 

Alcuin accepted the invitation and produced a myriad of books and poems.  The story 
is that It became apparent that he needed to institute some form of punctuation for 
stops and starts if his quiet audience was going to enjoy his creations.  So he created 
the punctus interrogativus or point of interrogation which signaled to the reader an 
inflection at the end of a clause.  

As for the question mark — it is unclear why the particular symbol  ?  is used.  Some 
suggest it’s an ancient Egyptian symbol that emulates the formation of a cat’s tail when 
it’s inquisitive.  The Egyptian’s loved and honored their cats.  

Others suggest the mark emanates from the Latin word quaestio which means 
question.   Over the centuries the word may have gotten shortened to a Q like symbol.    

In any case, we, the modern reader should be grateful for the invention of the question 
mark — as it’s led to many good discussions! 

    

✍ 
Every character we write or type is a link to the 

past, and every shady character doubly so.  I hope 
this book has inspired you to throw in a pilcrow, 

interrobang, or manicule the next time you sit down 
to write;  after all they’ve been through,  

it’s the least we can do for them.    — Keith Houston 

© TheLiterarySalon   of  18 24



Additional Resources 
Books. 
There are many books that can teach us how to ask better questions. My current recs:   

The Coaching Habit:  Say Less, Ask More & Change the Way You Lead Forever 
by Michael Bungay-Stanier 

Michael Bungay-Stanier runs a Canadian consulting and coaching 
company called Box of Crayons.  (What a great name for a company!).   
He’s written several books — all of which are worth a perusal.    
 Though The Coaching Habit sounds like its for coaches and 
managers — it’s also for parents, teachers, partners, colleagues, 
friends — pretty much everyone.   Bungay-Stanier’s mission is to help 
all of us learn to approach conversations more effectively.  In my 
opinion  it’s a must read for everyone.   

A More Beautiful Question: The Power of Inquiry to Spark 
Breakthrough Ideas    by Warren Berger 

With  endorsements from Daniel Pink and Adam Grant, Berger calls himself a 
questionologist.    
 Truth is, I was prepared not to be enamored with this book.   The marketing 
felt a little slick to me but alas, I was wrong.   His inquiry is wide and interesting . 
The book is very much worth a read — no matter what your line of work or your 
place in life.    
 Berger has a book with hundreds of sample questions you can use in all 
situations,  The Book of Beautiful Questions.   

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll 

In my humble opinion, there is much to learn from Alice.  She is one of 
the best asker of questions the world has ever seen.   
 By my rough count, Alice makes a query on almost every page during 
her short, afternoon adventures in the rabbit hole.   
 Her questions begin in the first paragraph:  “…and, what is the use of a 
book “ thought Alice  “without pictures or conversation?”  And so begins 
the adventure.    If you want to learn to ask questions of the most 
improbable sort — you must re-read your Alice!    
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Ask More: The Power of Questions to Open Doors, Uncover Solutions, and 
Spark Change   by Frank Sesno 

Frank Sesno is the award winning CNN anchor and now director of School of 
Media and Public Affairs at The George Washington University.   His book on 
questions,  though largely centered on media personalities (as you would 
imagine) is useful if you can pull back from the stories and focus on the 
questions themselves.  

He offers plenty of great questions that are applicable with books — and in life. 
He breaks questions into 11 categories:  
Diagnostic  Strategic  Empathetic  Bridging  Confrontational  
Creativity  Mission  Scientific   Interview  Entertaining  
Legacy  
It’s a useful framework and helps you get your head around the very large question of 
how to ask better questions.   

Podcasts. 
There are many good podcast interviewers these days (among plenty of mediocre 
ones!)  Some of my favorites are Tim Ferriss from the The Tim Ferris Show and Brian 
Koppelman from The Moment.  There is also the legendary Terri Gross from Fresh Air 
and Anna Sale of Death Sex and Money (perhaps the best named podcast in the 
Universe!)    

Someone with a little looser podcast interview style (and not to everyone’s taste) is 
Duncan Trussell of the podcast, The Duncan Trussell Family Hour.  (Please note — it’s 
not always ‘family hour’ on his show!) 

My new favorite is Cal Fussman from the Big Questions podcast.  He’s a journalist by 
training — long time writer for Esquire Magazine — and now a podcaster.  He’s a rare, 
wonderful, storyteller and interviewer.   Boy, would I love to have a beer with him.   

Listening to any of these professional askers of questions will improve your ear for 
great questions.   
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Sample Discussion Question Worksheet 

Three Person Framework for Asking Questions of Books

QUESTIONS OF THE CHARACTERS 
Why did Character X do Y?   
Was that behavior in keeping with the character of that character?   
Does the character’s backstory lend credibility to that behavior? 
Are there any characters you’d like to meet?   What would you want 
to discuss with them?   
Do any of the characters remind you of someone in your life?  In 
what way?   

QUESTIONS OF THE AUTHOR 
Who are you?   
Where do you fit in history?  Or the world?  
What made you write this book?  
What’s this book about?  Really?   
What’s the author trying to say to the reader?  What does he/she 
want the reader to see?  
How might a different author have written this book?  

QUESTIONS OF YOURSELF OR OTHER READERS 
How did this book make you feel?   Why’s that?  
Was there anything missing for you in this book?    
Will you recommend this book?  To whom?   Why?   
Is there anything you would have changed/done differently in this 
book or story?   
Imagine you could write a sequel to this book, what would it be 
about?   
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QUESTIONS ABOUT PLOT, SUBPLOT  AND PREMISE 
Is there a ‘what if?’ that might have started this book?  
Did the plot sequence make sense?  Was it ‘believable’ for its genre?  
Was there sufficient conflict/suspense to move the story forward? 
Were there ‘holes’ on the plot?  
Did the beginning and ending of the book make sense in relation to 
the overall plot?  How so?  

QUESTIONS ABOUT THEME AND MEANING 

What were the major themes of the book?  Were there any minor 
themes?  
Did the characters & plot make sense in relation to the overall 
theme of the book?  
What is the book’s greatest strength?  Greatest weakness?   

QUESTIONS ABOUT THE CHARACTERS AND BACKSTORY 
Were the characters (whether likable or not) compelling?  
Were the characters fully developed?  Did you ‘see’ them clearly? 
Did you want more of them?  
Did their characterization match their actions?   
Were the stories of the characters fully resolved by the end?  If not, 
why not? 

Sample Discussion Question Worksheet 

Book Writing Framework for Asking Questions

QUESTIONS ABOUT TONE, STYLE AND THE WRITING 
Would a different narrative style served the book better?  
How was the quality of the writing?   Was the writing clear?  
How was the sentence structure?  Was the structure varied?   
Were the adjectives/adverbs useful?  Or did they just clutter the 
sentence meaning?  
Did the writing style match the storyline, narration & theme?  
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FINAL QUESTIONS…  
As you were reading or after you finished, were there any books 
you wanted to read?   
After you finished the book, what’s the one question you’d like to 
ask the author?  
Would you read another book by this author?   
Any topics you wanted to read about?    
What are you reading next? 

GENERAL QUESTIONS FOR ANY BOOK 
Was the narrative in keeping with the plot, theme, characterization?  
How was the quality of the writing?   Was the writing clear?  
How was the sentence structure?  Was the structure varied?   
Were the adjectives/adverbs useful?  Or did they just clutter the 
sentence meaning?  
Did the writing style match the storyline, narration & theme?  

Sample Discussion Question Worksheet 

General Question Framework

WHAT ARE YOUR FAVORITE BOOK QUESTIONS?    
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With Gratitude 
Over the years, many people have helped me along my book journey. A few have had direct input on this 
booklet:  

I owe more than I can say to The Five always present members of my book club:  Chuck, Helen, Jacki 
and Sue.  They are constant supporters of all my book endeavors — and great readers!  Thank you!   

Much of booklet was written while I was a member of a mastermind group with Dr. Cathy, Robbie & 
Amna led by Liz Scully from RethinkCentral.com .    

Thanks to Robbie Samuels  for the intro to Gina Hilton Warner of the BadassWomensBookClub.com  
Robbie’s strategic business knowledge and personal generosity are endless. Thank you, Robbie for 
setting the bar so high.  Robbie can be found at RobbieSamuels.com 

Thanks to the wonderful, multi-talented staff at The New York Society Library  led by Carolyn 
Waters.  (Especially Sara Holliday and Katie Fricas).   If you live in NYC, please consider supporting 
the NYSL.  It’s one of the best hubs for book lovers! 

Love to my family — who patiently listen while I prattle on about books — especially Gretchen!  

And thanks to Amna Shamim who was the creative brain behind the title of this booklet.  Writer, 
reader, on-line expert, world nomad, beautiful, talented — and wise beyond her years.   Amna can be 
found at AmnaShamin.com.

Thank you for reading books!   
If you liked some of these questions and  

would like to explore more, check out:  

TheLiterarySalon.com   
Sign up for our free newsletter, Footnotes for You

http://RethinkCentral.com
http://BadassWomensBookClub.com
http://RobbieSamuels.com
https://www.nysoclib.org/
https://www.nysoclib.org/
https://www.amnashamim.com/
http://TheLiterarySalon.com
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http://BadassWomensBookClub.com
http://RobbieSamuels.com
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