
THE BEST 
DEFENSE:

BETA READERS
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◈ Reads your completed manuscript (i.e., not your 
first draft) and gives specific feedback 

◈ Tells you what works and what doesn’t

◈ Concentrates on the big picture rather than line 
editing

◈ Offers solutions rather than just pointing out 
problems (i.e., brainstorming partner)

WHAT DOES A BETA READER DO?

2



Should not be

◈ anyone who already 
knows your story

◈ your mom, or any 
other person who 
“just wants you to 
be happy”

◈ inarticulate 

BETA READERS…
Should be

◈ a reader in regular life

◈ someone whose 
judgement you trust in 
general

◈ scrupulously honest, 
even brutally so

◈ your “ideal reader” 3



You are if…

◈ You’re past your first ugly-baby draft and even 
your second adolescent draft

◈ You’ve cleaned up typos, formatting, and style

◈ You’re ready to take substantive criticism (not 
just accolades!)

ARE YOU READY FOR A BETA READER?
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◈ If you want to be published, you can’t write in a 
vacuum.

◈ Once you’re published, you’ll face public
criticism

◈ You need to tame your overblown 
ego/cowering inner child

◈ It’s the only way to improve

WHY SHOULD YOU LEARN TO TAKE CRITICISM?
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Don’t 

◈ Glare at the critic

◈ Try to explain or change the critic’s mind 
(remember that you won’t be in the room with 
readers once it’s published)

◈ Take the criticism as commentary on your 
personal character flaws

IF YOU MEET WITH BETA READERS IN PERSON…
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HOW TO FIND 
THE RIGHT 

BETA READERS
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Offer goodies:

◈ A signed copy of your 
book when it’s 
completed

◈ Their name mentioned 
in the acknowledge-
ments section of your 
published book

DON’T EXPECT SOMETHING FOR NOTHING

◈ A gift card

◈ Swag related to the 
book
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◈ Volunteers:
◆ reddit.com/r/BetaReaders/
◆ absolutewrite.com/forums/forumdisplay.php?30-Beta-

Readers-Mentors-and-Writing-Buddies
◆ facebook.com/groups/1782619931753141/
◆ forums.nathanbransford.com/
◆ goodreads.com/group/show/50920-beta-reader-group
◆ helpingwritersbecomeauthors.com/find-a-writing-

buddy-new-edition/
◆ Your author mailing list

WHERE TO FIND BETA READERS

9



◈ Do you have 
enough time to go 
over the manuscript 
thoroughly?

◈ Do you find flaws in 
published books 
regularly?

QUESTIONS TO ASK POTENTIAL BETA READERS

◈ Can you be brutally 
honest with me?
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1. Everything will be done electronically. 
Manuscripts and your comments will all be by 
email.

2. You will receive the manuscript as a Word file. A 
deadline will be stated in the email. Deadlines are 
generous, about four weeks.

BETA READER GUIDELINES
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3. Comments should be made using the insert 
comment feature in Word. Please do not worry 
about punctuation, missing words, or other 
mistakes in the copy. A copy editor will take care of 
those items. I’m interested in high-level comments 
from you only.

4. Once you have completed reading the 
manuscript and have made your comments, email 
the copy back to the author by the deadline.

BETA READER GUIDELINES 2
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5. You may be asked to read the book once more 
after the editing has been completed.

6. Be on the lookout for plot points, characters, 
events, quirks, causes that DON’T BELONG. If 
anything feels false or out of place, please make a 
note of it.

BETA READER GUIDELINES 3
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1. Did the story hold your interest from the very 
beginning? If not, why not? 

2. Did you get oriented fairly quickly at the 
beginning as to whose story it is, and where and 
when it’s taking place? If not, why not?

3. Could you relate to the main character? Was 
there any character you related to the most? If so, 
which one?

QUESTIONS TO ASK BETAS AFTER READING
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4. Did the setting interest you and did the 
descriptions seem vivid and real to you? 

5. Was there a point at which you felt the story 
lagged or you became less than excited about 
finding out what was going to happen next? 
Where, exactly? 

6. Were there any parts that confused you? Or 
even frustrated or annoyed you? Which parts, and 
why? (These are specific canoe questions)

QUESTIONS TO ASK BETAS AFTER READING 2
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7. Did you notice any discrepancies or 
inconsistencies in time sequences, places, 
character details, or other details?

8. Were the characters believable? Are there any 
characters you think could be made more 
interesting or more likable?

9. Did you get confused about who’s who in the 
characters? Were there too many characters to 
keep track of? Too few? Are any of the names of 
characters too similar?

QUESTIONS TO ASK BETAS AFTER READING 3
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10. Did the dialogue keep your interest and sound 
natural to you? If not, whose dialogue did you 
think sounded artificial or not like that person 
would speak?

11. Did you feel there was too much description 
or exposition? Not enough? Maybe too much 
dialogue in parts?

12. Was there enough conflict, tension, and 
intrigue to keep your interest?

QUESTIONS TO ASK BETAS AFTER READING 4
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13. Was the ending satisfying? Believable? 

14. Do you think the writing style suits the genre? 
If not, why not?

QUESTIONS TO ASK BETAS AFTER READING 5
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13. Was the ending satisfying? Believable? 

14. Do you think the writing style suits the genre? 
If not, why not?

DOING YOUR PART
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THANKS!
Any questions?

You can find me @

LSHAWKER.COM
LSHawker@gmail.com

This presentation is available in PDF format at LSHawker.com/writing-resources
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