
Don't 
Judge a Book 
by its Cover



This pack has been put 
together to help get 
everyone chatting

Use alongside the session plan Don't Judge a Book 
by its Cover. 
You can print out individual pages or the whole 
pack – whatever is easier for you.
 
Get in touch to let us know how your session went 
and if you have ideas for other sessions or resources 
that would be useful:

 readingfriends@readingagency.org.uk
 
These icons will help guide you to the appropriate 
resources for your group:

 Can be enjoyed by a group

 Best enjoyed one-to-one

 Dementia-friendly

 Large print

 Easy to read
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What's the story? 
Take a look at some book jackets: cover up the title, and let the 
illustrations tell the story!

Get together a collection of fiction titles which you think 
your group might be interested in. Choose ones with bright 
book jackets with images that give clues about the content of 
each book – they could be well-known stories, bestsellers, or 
representatives of different fiction genres.

Cover up the title and author (you could use masking tape) so 
that you’re just looking at the picture. You could do this and 
then photocopy the cover picture, making several copies to hand 
around your group.

Look at the cover design and talk about:
                                       

	E Which jackets do you like?

	E What do you like/dislike about each of the jackets?

	E From looking at each jacket, what kind of story or genre do 
you think the book is? e.g. romance, thriller, historical, fantasy, 
sad, happy, exciting.

	E What do you think about the people on each book cover? What 
might their character be like?

	E If there’s a scene on the book jacket, what does it make you 
think the story is about?

	E What do you think happens in this story?  

	E What title would you give this book?

	E Once you know what the story is, do you think the cover 
represents the book well?
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People will probably recognise some of the familiar stories – but 
it’s interesting to talk about what else you might think the story 
is about, when you just look at the cover, and don’t think about 
the title.
You could also do this with non-fiction covers or children’s 
picture books.

You can do this by yourself with books you have to hand, or take 
a look at the selection below:
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Off to a great start...
Read aloud some opening paragraphs of well-known books (you 
can also give out large print photocopies), talk about them 
and then try to match them with their book covers. Below is a 
selection of openings, together with their book jackets, which you 
might want to use:

                                       
1. 'Once there were four children whose names were Peter, 

Edmund, Susan and Lucy. This story is about something 
that happened to them when they were sent away from 
London during the war because of the air raids.'

2. 'I will begin the story of my adventures with a certain 
morning early in the month of June, the year of grace 1751, 
when I took the key for the last time out of the door of my 
father’s house.'

3. 'All children, except one, grow up.' 

4. 'I write this sitting in the kitchen sink. That is, my feet are 
in it; the rest of me is on the draining-board, which I have 
padded with our dog's blanket and the tea-cosy. I can't say 
that I am really comfortable, and there is a depressing smell 
of carbolic soap, but this is the only part of the kitchen 
where there is any daylight left. And I have found that sitting 
in a place where you have never sat before can be inspiring.'

5. 'Once upon a time...'

6. 'Last night I dreamt I went to Manderley again. It seemed 
to me I stood by the iron gate leading to the drive, and for a 
while I could not enter for the way was barred to me. There 
was a padlock and a chain upon the gate. I called in my 
dream to the lodge-keeper, and had no answer, and peering 
closer through the rusted spokes of the gate I saw that the 
lodge was uninhabited. No smoke came from the chimney, 
and the little lattice windows gaped forlorn.' 
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7. 'At night I would lie in bed and watch the show, how bees 
squeezed through the cracks of my bedroom wall and flew 
circles around the room, making that propeller sound, a 
high-pitched zzzzzz that hummed along my skin.'

8. 'Alice was beginning to get very tired of sitting by her sister 
on the riverbank, and of having nothing to do: once or twice 
she had peeped into the book her sister was reading, but it 
had no pictures or conversations in it, 'and what is the use 
of a book', thought Alice, 'without pictures or conversation?'

9. 'The primroses were over. Towards the edge of the wood 
where the ground became open and sloped down to an old 
fence and a brambly ditch beyond, only a few patches of 
fading pale yellow still showed among the dog’s mercury and 
oak tree roots. On the other side of the fence, the upper part 
of the field was full of rabbit holes.'

10. 'It was a bright cold day in April and the clocks were striking 
thirteen.'

11. 'It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in 
possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.' 
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A B C

D E

H I

F

G

J K

Answers: 1G, 2F, 3I, 4H, 5C, 6A, 7D, 8B, 9J, 10E, 11K
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Blurbs
As well as the front cover design, blurbs are another way to 
entice people into a story. They provide a brief outline of the 
book and usually end on a question or a cliffhanger that makes 
you want to read on.

Below is a selection of blurbs for popular books and a separate 
page with all of their covers. Read out each blurb one by one, 
then ask people to see if they can find its matching cover.

Once you have matched them, you can discuss the following 
questions:

	E Does the blurb and the cover give you a good idea of what the 
book is about?
	E Does the blurb and/or the cover make you want to read the 

book?
	E How important are the blurb and the cover to you when 

choosing a book?
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1. 'Young Harry has never even heard of Hogwarts when the letters start 

dropping on the doormat at number four, Privet Drive. Addressed in 

green ink on yellowish parchment with a purple seal, they are swiftly 

confiscated by his grisly aunt and uncle. Then, on Harry's eleventh 

birthday, a great beetle-eyed giant of a man called Rubeus Hagrid 

bursts in with some astonishing news: Harry has a place at a school of 

witchcraft and wizardry. An incredible adventure is about to begin!'

2. 'Lisa needs to disappear. And her friend's rambling old home in the 

wilds of Yorkshire seems like the perfect place. It's miles away from 

the closest town, and no one there knows her or her little boy, Joe. But 

when a woman from the local village comes to visit them, Lisa realizes 

that she and Joe aren't as safe as she thought. What secrets have 

Rowan Isle House – and her friend – kept hidden all these years? And 

what will Lisa have to do to survive, when her past finally catches up 

with her?'

3. 'Sephy is a Cross: she lives a life of privilege and power. But she's 

lonely, and burns with injustice at the world she sees around her.   

Callum is a nought: he's considered to be less than nothing – a 

blanker, there to serve Crosses – but he dreams of a better life. 

They've been friends since they were children, and they both know 

that's as far as it can ever go. (They) are fated to be bitter enemies – 

love is out of the question. Then – in spite of a world that is fiercely 

against them – these star-crossed lovers choose each other.  But this 

is a love story that will lead both of them into terrible danger ... and 

which will have shocking repercussions for generations to come.'

4. 'Slimming food has never tasted so good; the must-have first cookbook 

from the UK's most visited food blog. Sharing delicious home-style 

recipes with a hugely engaged online community, this blog has helped 

millions of people to cook well and lose weight. Its cookbook can help 

novice and experienced home-cooks enjoy exciting, flavourful and 

satisfying meals.'

5. '(The author) has been close to the Royal Family since childhood. 

Eldest child of the 5th Earl of Leicester, she was, as a daughter, 

described as 'the greatest disappointment' by her family as she was 

unable to inherit. Her childhood home, Holkham Hall, is one of the 

grandest estates in England. Bordering Sandringham the Princesses 

Elizabeth and Margaret were frequent playmates. From Maid of 
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Honour at the Queen's Coronation to Lady in Waiting to Princess Margaret, 

she is a unique witness to royal history, as well as an extraordinary survivor 

of a generation of aristocratic women trapped without inheritance and 

burdened with social expectations.'

6. 'Just days after Raynor learns that Moth, her husband of 32 years, is 

terminally ill, their home is taken away and they lose their livelihood. With 

nothing left and little time, they make the brave and impulsive decision to 

walk the 630 miles of the sea-swept South West Coast Path, from Somerset 

to Dorset, via Devon and Cornwall. Carrying only the essentials for survival 

on their backs, they live wild in the ancient, weathered landscape of cliffs, 

sea and sky. Yet through every step, every encounter and every test along 

the way, their walk becomes a remarkable journey. (This) is an honest and 

life-affirming true story of coming to terms with grief and the healing power 

of the natural world. Ultimately, it is a portrayal of home, and how it can be 

lost, rebuilt and rediscovered in the most unexpected ways.'

7. 'THE GYPSY KING. A Manchester lad from Irish Traveller stock, born three 

months premature and weighing just a pound at birth, he grew up to become 

one of the most unlikely heavyweight champions in history. This ‘dream 

come true’ soon turned to nightmare, however, as alcohol and cocaine abuse 

took hold and he was stripped of his titles. What followed was the darkest 

moment of his life… 

THE PEOPLE’S CHAMPION.  

Like all the greatest stories, though, there is redemption and he defies all 

the odds and literally drags himself to his feet. 10 million people around the 

globe watched him fight Wilder in the biggest fight of the boxing calendar. 

Speaking candidly about his struggles with mental health, this is … as you 

have never seen him before. 

A BRITISH ICON.'

8. 'Peace has finally been declared in the Far East, but for those living at 
Beach View Boarding House, the news brings mixed emotions. Peggy 
Reilly is devastated that her husband Jim will not be coming home 
for Christmas. And Sarah and Jane, who have lived at Beach View 
throughout much of the conflict, dread what they will find when they 
go back to Singapore. Life in Cliffehaven is in a whirlwind of change 
as the men return from the war and Peggy's evacuee chicks begin to 
spread their wings and start new lives in different corners of the world. 
Peggy and Jim have longed to be together after so many years apart, 
but war has left them profoundly changed. Can they rekindle the 
loving, close relationship they'd shared before?'
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A

Noughts 
& Crosses 
Malorie 
Blackman

Pinch of 
Nom
Kay 
Featherstone

Behind the 
Mask
Tyson Fury

Harry Potter 
and the 
Philosopher's 
Stone 
J.K. Rowling

Homecoming
Ellie Dean

The Salt Path
Raynor Winn

Lady in 
Waiting
Anne  
Glenconner

The House 
on the Lake 
Nuala  
Ellwood

B

DC

E F

G H

Answers: 1E, 2H, 3A, 4B, 5F, 6D, 7C, 8G
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Same title, different cover

Popular books often have several different editions and covers.
Below are two well-known books and their different covers. For 
each book, talk about what each cover tells you about the story, 
its genre, theme and setting. Which cover do you prefer?

The Great Gatsby
F.Scott Fitzgerald

2001: A Space Odyssey
Arthur C. Clarke



Pictures to look at  

Gather a selection of pictures featuring places, scenes, people 
or activities. You can find some on the internet (try photo stock 
websites like www.pexels.com or art gallery websites like www.
tate.org.uk) or look in magazines and newspapers. Imagine they 
are book cover images.

Think about what might be happening in each picture. What is 
the story behind it? What genre might this book belong to and 
what title would you give to the book?

Here are some images to get you started:
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Create your own book cover  
Use this template to create your own book cover. It can be a new 
design for your favourite book, a poem or your autobiography! Be 
creative with your materials (draw, paint, collage) and think about 
how your design can convey a story.

Here are some suggestions for poems to design covers for:

	E Night Mail by W.H. Auden 
    'Past cotton-grass and moorland boulder,  
     Shovelling white steam over her shoulder,' 

	E Macavity: The Mystery Cat by T.S. Eliot 
   'Macavity’s a ginger cat, he’s very tall and thin; 
    You would know him if you saw him, for his eyes are sunken in.' 

	E The Way Through the Woods by Rudyard Kipling 
   'Yet, if you enter the woods 
    Of a summer evening late, 
    When the night-air cools on the trout-ringed pools 
    Where the otter whistles his mate,' 

	E Composed Upon Westminster Bridge, September 3, 1802 by        
    William Wordsworth 
    'Ships, towers, domes, theatres, and temples lie 
    Open unto the fields, and to the sky;' 

	E Sea Fever by John Masefield 
    'I must go down to the seas again, to the lonely sea and the sky, 
     And all I ask is a tall ship and a star to steer her by;'
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Use the space below to create your book cover design. Remember to 
include a title and author/illustrator name.
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Reading Friends is a nationwide programme developed by The Reading 
Agency with funding from the National Lottery Community Fund. 
The programme connects people experiencing loneliness by starting 
conversations through reading. Reading Friends is delivered in 
partnership with organisations across the UK.

 readingfriends.org.uk 
 @readingfriends_

The Reading Agency is a national charity that tackles life’s big 
challenges through the proven power of reading. We work closely 
with partners to develop programmes for people of all ages and 
backgrounds. The Reading Agency is funded by Arts Council England.

 readingagency.org.uk


