
BEST PRACTICES AND
Tips from the Random House 

Relax, you don’t need to reinvent the wheel. Take advantage of the many resources available to learn about other reading
programs. A good starting point is a monograph published by the National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience®
and Students in Transition, Common Reading Programs: Going Beyond the Book. In addition, there are a number of campuses
with well-established and successful reading programs, and the professionals who run these programs are usually very happy
to share advice and tips (as well as opinions on books they have used in the past.)

When starting a program, it’s important to include various stakeholders on campus. When it is time to select a book, you
will most likely want some type of campus selection committee. The committee should comprise members of a variety of
constituencies, including faculty, student services and academic affairs administrators, as well as students. 

Think carefully about the scope, mission, learning outcomes, and assessment of your program. For example, will the
program be a first-year/new student reading program or a campus-wide (common) reading program? What will be the
purpose of the program (this may influence the type of books you will be considering)? How will you inform students about
the program and when will they be expected to read the book? Again, take advantage of the numerous resources available to
help answer these questions.

LAUNCHING A PROGRAM 

SELECTING A BOOK

Use digital and social media to your advantage. Use your university’s existing social media webpage or account (Facebook,
Twitter, etc.) or create a dedicated page for your common reading program to create a community around the book selection,
author visit and other programming activities. Many authors, publishers and lecture agencies have existing material that can
be posted to your community page.

Get students prepared. Consider introducing the book during the spring or summer prior to the next academic year. For
example, if first-year students receive the book during Orientation, the Orientation Leaders and various speakers can
advertise the program and build a feeling of community around the reading of the text. Also, think about having students
turn in questions for the author as part of an assignment and have a moderator pose the questions to the author. This will
incentivize students to come up with more original questions, will save on time during the Q&A and will avoid dreaded
“dead air.” Make the questions a contest, such as: “Can you stump the author?”

Have students create materials in advance of the author’s visit. Essay collections are a great idea. You may also consider
multimedia approaches—such as blogs, videos, or website. Students tend to share more on a personal level when they are not

ENGAGING STUDENTS

Think about the following questions when considering eligible books for your program:

Does the book tell a good story?

Is the book accessible? Will a variety of students at different reading levels and with different interests be able to engage with
the book? To this point, consider page count. A good rule of thumb is the “300 Rule:” if possible, choose a book with 300
pages or less. 

Does it feature a protagonist students can relate to? They might be the same age or be dealing with similar life situations
(change, challenge, adversity). 

Does the book touch on teachable themes, such as inclusiveness/diversity, global engagement, etc.?  

Do the themes of the book correspond to your university’s strategic mission? Campus engagement and resources will be
easier to secure if you make this relationship clear.

If having the book’s author speak is part of the plan for your reading program, it is important to consider author availability
during the book selection process. Speaking fees and availability can vary considerably. You don’t want to go through all the
work to select a book, only to find out that the author’s speaking fee will not work for your budget, or s/he is not available to
speak on the dates you need! 
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Have questions for the Advisory Board?



PROGRAMMING IDEAS
First-Year Advisory Board

Is the author represented by an agency or speaker’s bureau? Most authors will have an agent, and that will be the person to
make inquiries about speaking fees and availability. Often, the book’s publisher will have this information.  

Encourage as many faculty and students as possible read the book in advance of the author visit. In addition to having more
enthusiastic readers on campus to help you spread the good word about the book and your program, folks who have already
read the book will have more interesting questions for the author, making for a more intelligent and productive discussion.

Assign a faculty or administrator to host the author. While one of the benefits of an author visit is for students to engage
with the author, it is important to have a faculty member or administrator act as the dedicated host, someone who has the
authority to assertively manage appearances—to turn down requests or move an author to the next location, for example.

Sharing is caring! Encourage university departments and divisions to coordinate in advance. Perhaps events may be 
co-sponsored so the author isn’t pulled in too many directions, and departments can share space, time, money and other
resources.

Consider having one large campus talk that is required of all students. This makes the best use of both your programming
time and the author’s time on campus. Many authors say that different departments and disciplines actually tend to have
questions that are more similar in nature than they are different. Even if that is not the case, a diversity of questions is a good
thing; it offers a richer conversation when different interests come together, and students learn more.

Mix up the formats of events. The most successful visits offer the author and participants a variety of events to keep things
fresh and engaging. Have the author speak at a podium for one event, do an on-stage sit-down Q&A at another, and
participate in a group interview with faculty at a third. 

When hosting an author Q&A it’s important to appoint a moderator to move the discussion along. The moderator can
address basic factual questions upfront, to allow for a more in-depth exchange during the Q&A. The moderator can also be
the person who introduces the author.

Following a large campus-wide talk, arrange for smaller, more intimate discussions with faculty and students, in which the
author and participants can delve more deeply into topics mentioned in the campus-wide talk. All participants should have
attended the larger campus talk so that they come to the breakout sessions with at least a basic knowledge of the book.

Give authors “a break” (or two)! In order to provide your participants with the best experience possible, foster an
environment that makes the author comfortable, and one that allows them to put their best foot forward. Schedule breaks in
between sessions and offer some meals “off ”. Arrange to have snacks, water, coffee, and meals available as appropriate. If the
author is the key attraction at a meal, make sure they have ample time to eat.

Don’t take it personally. When negotiating your author’s visit to campus, there may be many requirements on the part of
their agency for travel, lodging, and “down time.” These are based on the agency’s standard contractual obligations designed
to cover a wide variety of celebrity, sports, and other speakers. However, most agencies and authors understand that you have
state and university policies that may constrain what you can offer, and will work with you to meet your needs. Schedule
ample time for planning and negotiation. You should also verify with the author’s agent whether events or speaking
engagements may be videotaped or recorded. They often have provisions for what is allowable. 

HOSTING AN AUTHOR3

in an open forum and the medium can be anonymous. Another idea is to have students autograph and annotate the author’s
book. In addition to brief messages to the author, annotations can call attention to the passages of the book students find
most compelling or personally resonant. Authors appreciate different perspectives on and reactions to their work, and they
can take home the annotated book as a memento to commemorate the event! 

Organize campus-wide discussion groups. Some campuses use faculty, some use upper-class students, and some use a
combination of faculty, staff, and students to facilitate these discussions. Again, this is a good way for the first-year student to
feel that they are a part of the university community. 

Link the book to as much existing campus programming as possible. Can the Film Studies Dept. co-sponsor a viewing of a
film related to your book? Are there plays, arts exhibits or other speakers coming to campus that you could tie into? Perhaps
Student Activities can help as well? Reach out to faculty who teach courses relevant to your book selection, provide them with
review copies of the book, invite them to events and ask them to embed the book in their syllabi and courses. Your book
selection committee will be a great resource in making these connections.

Email  us at rhacademic@randomhouse.com


