
Literature   circles: 
a way to love 
reading! 
 



Literature circles are… 
 

 Reader response centred 
 Part of a balanced literacy 

program 
 Groups formed by book choice 
 Structured for student 

independence, responsibility 
and ownership 

 Guided primarily by student 
insights and questions 

 Intended as a context in which 
to apply reading and writing 
skills 

 Flexible, fluid; never look the 
same twice 
 

Literature circles are not… 
 
• Teacher and text centred 
• The entire reading curriculum 
• Teacher assigned groups 

formed solely by ability 
• Unstructured, uncontrolled 

‘talk time’ without 
accountability 

• Guided primarily by teacher or 
curriculum-based questions 

• Intended as a place to do skills 
work 

• Tied to a prescriptive ‘recipe’ 



Australian Curriculum 
 The term ‘literature’ refers to past and present texts across a 

range of cultural contexts that are valued for their form and style 
and are recognised as having enduring or artistic value.  

 
 While the nature of what constitutes literary texts is dynamic 

and evolving, they are seen as having personal, social, cultural 
and aesthetic value and potential for enriching students’ scope of 
experience.  
 

 Literature includes a broad range of forms such as novels, poetry, 
short stories and plays; fiction for young adults and children, 
multimodal texts such as film, and a variety of non-fiction. 
Literary texts also include excerpts from longer texts. This 
enables a range of literary texts to be included within any one 
year level for close study or comparative purposes.  



 
Australian Curriculum: English 
 Aims to ensure that students:  

 
 learn to listen to, read, view, speak, write, create and reflect on 

increasingly complex and sophisticated spoken, written and 
multimodal texts across a growing range of contexts with accuracy, 
fluency and purpose  

 
 appreciate, enjoy and use the English language in all its variations and 

develop a sense of its richness and power to evoke feelings, convey 
information, form ideas, facilitate interaction with others, entertain, 
persuade and argue understand how Standard Australian English 
works in its spoken and written forms and in combination with non-
linguistic forms of communication to create meaning develop interest 
and skills in inquiring into the aesthetic aspects of texts, and develop 
an informed appreciation of literature 

http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/English/Rationale
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/English/Rationale




1.Getting started 
Selecting books and forming 
groups 
2. Meeting preparation 
Reading and written 
response 
3. Meeting strategies 
Meeting formats, discussion 
strategies, modifications 
4. Reflecting and extending 
Self assessment, extension 
activities 
5. Beyond the basics 
Evaluation, mini lessons, 
additional resources 
 



Collaboration is the key 



Literature circle structure 
Suggestions only! 

Monday to Thursday reading program for 2-3 weeks(supplement 
the regular reading program) 

 15 minute mini lesson (social aspect) 

 5 minute quick check  

 40 minutes whole class reading 

Friday: Whole class weekly meeting 

Groups can be single genders and some mixed ability 

Stagger the approach at first/ one group at a time 

Students read at different speeds to achieve their reading target. 

Fast finishers read their own books: independent reading 

Limit extension activities if they detract from READING. 



Session one 
 Introduce literature circles by explaining that they are 

‘groups of people reading the same book and meeting 
together to discuss what they have read’. 

 Share some of the ways in which students will work 
together and independently 

 Share the literature circle process (HOW) and the learning 
intention (WHY?) 

 Introduce the roles to the class. Explain that the class will 
practice each role before students try tasks on their own. 

 Choose a short chapter book, on-line story or article to read 
as a whole class. The chapter  book could be read a chapter 
at a time during subsequent sessions as roles are practised. 



Session 2 
 Review basic information about literature circles 

 Review the requirements of the Discussion Director 

 Read chapter 1 of the text together. Pause to allow 
students to add details to their role sheet. 

 Arrange the class in small groups of 4 students each. 

 Explain that each group member will serve as the 
Discussion Director for 5 minutes, each taking turns 
and repeat the process until all have participated. 

 After discussion is complete, ask students make 
observations about how the role works. 



Session 3-6 

Repeat the structure 
using the Vocabulary 
Enricher (Word Wizard) 
role as you read another 
chapter of the book 
together. 

Repeat using all the roles 
that you have selected 
reading subsequent 
chapters and practising 
the process. Create class 
discussion prompts and 
guidelines  for groups to 
work collaboratively. 

 
 

 



Session 7 
 Choose 6 students (competent volunteers) to 

participate as example literature groups (fishbowl). 

 Another chapter is read together, pausing for 
volunteers to model literature circle roles and record 

  The example group model discussion within their 
roles. 

 Observing class members respond with positive, 
constructive feedback and comments on the 
performance of the example group. 

 



Session 8 
 Arrange students in literature circle groups based on 

book choice. (Teacher can have a selection ready and 
students choose their preference) 

 Students are give literature circle role sheets and are 
asked to choose their role for this session. 

 Students begin reading. Stop for student-centred 
discussion. Teacher circulates taking anecdotal data 
that can be shared during reflection. 

 



Following sessions 
 Students continue the process of reading the texts and rotating 

the literature circle roles 

 Provide some structural scheduling so students know how much 
reading and work they should accomplish during each literature 
circle meeting 

 When books are finished, set aside a day for groups to share 
information about their reading, and then form new groups 
around new reading choices. 

 Before commencing a new book, have students undertake self 
reflection and to use this self reflection to think about how they 
will participate in their new literature circle groups. 

 Provide individual feedback to individual students in interviews 
and conferences. 



Literature Circles Resource Guide  
by Bonnie Campbell Hill, Katherine L. Schlick Noe & 
Nancy J. Johnson.  
© 2001 Christopher-Gordon Publishers, Inc.  

 

Qualities of a Good Literature 
Circle Book  

 A good literature circle book 
touches something within the 
reader's heart and mind and compels 
response.   

Criteria 

Consider these three questions:   
"Does the book succeed in arousing 
my emotions and will it arouse 
children's emotions?  Is the book 
well written?  Is the book 
meaningful?" (Monson, 1995, p. 113).*  
In short, a good literature circle book 
has substance -- something worth 
talking about. 

Layout 

Consider number of pages, size of 
print, inviting space on the page, use 
and placement of illustrations.  

 
 Small groups of students gather together to discuss a piece of 

literature in depth.  
 
 The discussion is guided by students' response to what they 

have read. You may hear talk about events and characters in 
the book, the author's craft, or personal experiences related to 
the story.  
 

 Literature circles provide a way for students to engage in 
critical thinking and reflection as they read, discuss, and 
respond to books.  
 

 Collaboration is at the heart of this approach. Students 
reshape and add onto their understanding as they construct 
meaning with other readers.  
 

 Literature circles guide students to deeper understanding of 
what they read through structured discussion and extended 
written and artistic response.  
 

 Literature circles can be integrated with other subject areas 
 Glogster.edu 
 Popplet 
 Smore 
 Edu.glogster 
 Creative book builder 
 Blurb Bookify 

 

http://popplet.com/app/index.php
http://www.smore.com/seed-these-books-are-an-awesome-read
http://cathysnowdon.edu.glogster.com/literature-circles-a-strategy-for-reading
bestappsforkids.com/2012/05/creative-book-builder/
http://au.blurb.com/obt/index.html?project=09cfbf90-33e1-558d-105b-428ad5fde7e1
http://au.blurb.com/obt/index.html?project=09cfbf90-33e1-558d-105b-428ad5fde7e1


When they start to get it, they're empowered! Literature starts to come alive 
for them in new ways. It's worth the hard work and patience. Have books worth 
talking about . 

http://www.litcircles.org/inde
x.html 
 
 
 

Mixbook 
Boy v Beast 
Wordle 

http://www.litcircles.org/index.html
http://www.litcircles.org/index.html
http://www.mixbook.com/photo-books/interests/blank-canvas-8334021?vk=mK4wXkUjgU
http://www.boyvsbeast.com/
http://www.wordle.net/create


Planning for literature circles 
Determining How Much to Read 
Students reading picture books or short stories may be able to read the entire selection before they discuss. For novels, a good rule of 
thumb is to have students discuss at three points in the book – after the first third or so, somewhere near the middle, and at the end. 
 
 Structure Time for Reading  
Time should be structured into the day for students to read their literature circle books. Students can do this independently, as partners, 
or in a larger group. Teachers often worry that inexperienced and challenged readers will not be able to participate fully in literature 
circles because the books are too hard for them.  
 
Here are some ways to help students who are either inexperienced or who have difficulties with reading:  
Beginning Readers Young students can accomplish the reading in a variety of ways. You can read the books with them during shared 
reading time. Then, they can read the books a second time with an adult volunteer, older reader, or at home with family members. 
Students can also read with a class partner. By this time, they have had several exposures to the book and it should be fairly familiar. First 
graders do not need to be able to read a book on their own in order to talk about it.  
Challenged Readers Literature circles can have great benefits for students who are not strong readers. Struggling readers may stumble  
when reading aloud.  In the collaborative atmosphere of a book club,  they have the opportunity to express insights  that others may not 
have thought of. They get the chance to hear books and discuss books that  are otherwise out of reach or have very simple storylines. 
 
Guiding challenged readers through their literature circle books may include : 
Provide additional time to complete the reading 
Read the book with resource teachers or other specialists 
Partner read the book with a classmate 
Listen to the book on tape and read along. 
 

Storybird.com 
Bookr 
prezi.com 
Literature map 
prezi.com blurb 
 
 

http://storybird.com/books/
http://www.pimpampum.net/bookr/
http://prezi.com/
http://www.literature-map.com/
http://prezi.com/wdcvizsr3dci/edit/
http://prezi.com/wdcvizsr3dci/edit/


Good reads 

Neil Gaiman Then and Now 

Dare to find out… 

http://www.goodreads.com/book/show/6491459-half-minute-horrors
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-3VOYFupAaw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-3VOYFupAaw
http://www.morrisgleitzman.com/once/index.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IxUdMcaUi3w


Discussion: establish agreed rules 

Discussions can be one of the most challenging aspects of literature circles. With guidance, 
students at all levels can learn to carry on meaningful and rich conversations about books. 
Steps: 
 Select a discussion format: Decide how the groups will meet -- the format that fits your 

personality, your goals, and your students' experience and needs.  
 Teach students how to discuss: Model, discuss, and practice the social skills needed for 

true conversation.  
 Help students prepare for discussion: Provide simple tools to help students prepare 

for their discussions.  
 Debrief after discussions to refine skills: Build in time for students to consider, 

"What is working well?" "What do we still need to improve?  
 Select a discussion format:  Decide how the groups will meet -- the format that fits your 

personality, your goals, and your students' experience and needs.    
 Teach students how to discuss: Model, discuss, and practice the social skills needed for 

true conversation.    
 Help students prepare for discussion:  Provide simple tools to help students prepare for 

their discussions.    
 Debrief after discussions to refine skills:  Build in time for students to consider, "What is 

working well?"  "What do we still need to improve?"" 
 

http://www.litcircles.org/Discussion/format.html
http://www.litcircles.org/Discussion/teaching.html
http://www.litcircles.org/Discussion/prep.html
http://www.litcircles.org/Discussion/debrief.html


Discussion guidelines 
 

 

Discussion Elements Looks Like Sounds Like 

Active Listening 

Eyes on speaker  

Hands empty  

Sit up  

Mind is focused  

Face speaker 

Speaker’s voice only  

Paying attention  

Appropriate responses  

Voices low  

One voice at a time 

Active Participation  

(respond to ideas and share feelings) 

Eyes on speaker  

Hands to yourself  

Hands empty  

Talking one at a time  

Head nodding  

Appropriate responses  

Follow off others’ ideas  

Nice comments  

Positive attitudes 

Asking Questions  

for Clarification 

Listening  

Hands empty 

Positive, nice questions  

Polite answers 

Piggybacking  

Off Others' Ideas 

Listening  

Paying attention 

Positive, nice talking  

Wait for people to finish 

Disagreeing Constructively 
Nice face  

Nice looks 

Polite responses  

Quiet voices  

No put downs 

Focused on Discussion  

(body posture and eye contact) 

Eyes on speaker  

Hands empty  

Sit up  

Face speaker  

Mind is focused 

Speaker's voice only  

Appropriate responses  

Voices low 

Supporting Opinions  

with Evidence 

One person talking  

Attention on the speaker 
One voice 

Encouraging Others 
Prompt people to share  

Ask probing questions 
Positive responses 

 

How do 
we act 
when we 
listen to 
or discuss 
a story? 



Fishbowl: harvesting ideas for 
classroom discussion      Harvey Daniels 

 Process of developing discussion guidelines:  
Step 1:  Brainstorm from experience:  "What went well 
and what do we need to work on?"  
Step 2:  Word guidelines as positive statements  

"When you were meeting with your 
groups, what questions really got 
the conversation going?"   
Brainstorm a short list of questions 
that seem to stimulate discussion. 

 



Successful literature circle discussion… 
listening, responding, questioning, clarifying, initiating, comment 

 ‘What do you like about meeting in groups 

     for literature circles?’    

Sharing feelings about the book.   We shared if we liked 
the book or not.   We got to talk about different parts of 
the book. ‘ 

 ‘How can we improve?’      

Some people can't read as fast as others.   Not 
interrupting.   Trying not to goof around.   Working 
together.   Getting started right away.   Talking more. 
Some talked a lot and some didn't talk very much.  



Focus (mini) lessons 
 
   Strategies 

 How to work effectively in 
groups  

 How to identify good “discussion 
points”  

 How to come to agreement on 
how much each group member 
can read at one time 

 How to figure out logical 
stopping places 

 How to evaluate progress and 
give feedback 

  

 

 Fishbowl for modelling 
processes and ‘thinking aloud’ 

 Role identification 

 Reflection for whole class 
feedback 

 ‘Quick checks’ to monitor group 
progress 

 Multimodal Presentation 

 Wallwisher-for comments 

 

 

http://animoto.com/play/Y7fQDqmEOZhnc2Xcd2hRBA
wallwisher.com/
wallwisher.com/
wallwisher.com/


What do we need? 
Roles (flexible) Materials 

 Discussion director 

 Vocabulary enricher 

 Connector 

 Illustrator 

 Passage selector  

 Summariser 

 

 Post-it notes (questions, 
comments, links)  

 Bookmarks (for recording 
golden lines, thoughts, 
feelings, changes in thinking, 
connections, interesting 
vocabulary, reading goals 

 Graphic organisers 

 Prompts (to stimulate 
conversation) 

 Tasks (set by teacher) 

Lots of 
BOOKS! 



Prompts to start 
conversations: 

 

I liked… 
I predict… 
My favourite person… 
My question is… 
I think… 
I felt… 
If I could change… 
What if… 
A connection is… 
I wonder… 
I thought… 
I noticed… 



Written response 
 Help students understand the purpose for writing  

• "Thinking aloud on paper": A way to generate and shape what you're thinking about as you read or as you 
prepare for discussion; or 
• Formal synthesis: A way to refine ideas that have come up during discussion and to mould them into 
something more formal 
 

 Help students find a focus for their writing: Show students where ideas for writing can come from.  
• Brainstorm ideas for writing; 
• Model your own process of coming up with ideas for writing and for shaping your writing 
 

 Offer some tools for written response: Open-ended questions, prompts, varied forms of written 
response.  
• Use questions that come up during discussion as jumping-off points for writing 
• Open-ended questions: "How are you like this character?" or "What do you think will happen next, and 
why?" 
• Prompts: "I wonder...", "I wish ...", "What if ....?" 
• Diary entries in the voice of a character 
• Cause/effect explanation 
• Letters to characters (or from one character to another) 
• Sketching or drawing 

 Teach for in-depth response: Model, discuss, and practice written response.  

 Assess and evaluate written response: Build students' skills through ongoing feedback and refinement.  

 



You haven’t bitten off more than 
you can chew… 



It’s a beautiful life…one step at a time 



Popplet.com 



 Students take responsibility for their own learning. 
They make choices and take ownership of their 
literature circle groups. 

 They take charge of their own discussions, hold each 
other accountable for reading targets and preparation 
for each session. (positive peer pressure). 

 Students use spoken, written and visual language to 
achieve their purpose (learning, enjoyment, 
persuasion and information exchange) 

 


