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Before the First Sip: Engaging with Three Cups of Tea

Judging a Book By Its Cover: An Exercise For Every Reader

I don’t know about you, but as I stroll through the local Borders or Barnes & Noble, I often make my selections by the cover of a book.  In fact, one challenge of the public library is that they shelve books so only the spine is visible, and most spines are pretty boring.  I enjoy a good book cover, and there’s plenty we can learn from them.  We can also learn lots from just browsing a book.  So, here’s a kind of game you might play with Three Cups of Tea, seeing what you can discern about it before diving in and judging it, despite conventional wisdom otherwise, by its cover. 

1. Think about the words mission, promote, and peace.  What do these words suggest?  How do they align with that you might already know about the book? 

2. Examine the image on the cover: what can you infer about the culture/people photographed? Is there something in your background knowledge that informs the inferences you make? 

3.  Note that one of the names cited on the cover is Tom Brokaw.  What do you know about him that might be relevant to this book? Why do you think his opinion matters?

4.  Take a look at the Table of Contents and Index: are you surprised to find these in a book like this?  What do you make of the chapter titles?

5. Choose one chapter to look at more closely.  Look at the opening quotation: what do you think it means?  What might you infer about the chapter based on the title and the opening quotation?

6.  Read the first and last paragraphs of the chapter you selected.  What, if anything, can you learn? 

7. Examine the maps inside the front of the book. What can you learn from them? 

8. Take a look at the photographs inside the book.  How do you respond to them? What can you learn from the captions?  Now, choose one photo to examine closely: what do you notice about the landscape? about the people?

9. Choose a couple of photos that note a location and find the location on the map. 

10. Turn to the Acknowledgements section at the back of the book (p. 333).  Read the first paragraph. What factors keep children from an education? What does the author want to achieve?

11. The fourth paragraph on the first page of the Acknowledgements explains how the title of the book changed. Why do you think the debate over the title occurred?  How do the various titles affect how you view the book?  Why do you think the authors wanted the current version?

12. Skim the Index.  Note some entries that you do and do not recognize.  Turn to one that is unfamiliar and see what you learn.

Now, based on all this pre-thinking, what do you think this book will be about and what do you think you’ll learn.

And, after you’ve finished, look back at these questions and think about how your ideas or answers might have changed or how thinking about the book before diving in affected your reading of the story.

And, even better, try asking these kinds of questions the next time you are browsing for a good read at your local bookstore. After all, the best lessons are those that not only help us learn about what we are reading now, but that also apply to any book we might choose to read in the future.

Take time for a leisurely browse.  Like the first sip before a big gulp!
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