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A growing body of evidence supports the finding that literature circles fit within 

the framework of a balanced literacy program (Calkins, 2000; Daniels, 2002; Fountas & 

Pinnell, 1996; Spiegel, 1998; Schlick Noe & Johnson, 1999). Schlick Noe and Johnson 

(1999) state, "Literature circles are most successful when they're not expected to be the 

literacy program" (p. 1 ). Literature circles help provide readers and writers with the 

ability to apply their literacy skills and strategies, but only as one component of a literacy 

curriculum. A review of selected literature will provide an overview of the components 

that are essential to literature circles; demonstrate the power of students choosing their 

own reading material; describe how literature circles encompass the relationship between 

reading and writing; and illustrate the role of teacher and student in these literature 

discussions. There is a consensus that literature circles should be part of a balanced 

literacy program, but they do not have all the characteristics of a balanced program. Both 

reading and writing are a vital part of this dynamic, collaborative literacy event. 

Baumann and Ivey (1997) in a recent study described how they put together a 

balanced literacy program for second graders. Their program dealt with " ... two 

delicate balances: a curriculum balance between 'literature envisionment' (Langer, 1995, 

as cited in Baumann and Ivey, 1997) and skill/strategy instruction, and an instructional 

balance between teacher-initiated instruction and instruction responsive to students' 

needs and interests" (p. 244). These researchers created a classroom environment in 

9 
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which students were provided with a small fraction of reading and writing skill and 

strategy lessons, plus multiple opportunities to construct meaning through reading, 

literature discussion, written responses to the reading, and other language arts activities. 

Implementing a balanced approach to reading means many things to different 

people. Fitzgerald (1999) views a teacher's balanced approach to teaching reading as 

rising from a philosophical perspective about what children should know about reading. 

Fitzgerald (1999) states, "In a balanced reading perspective, individuals tend to see three 

broad categories of children's knowledge about reading as equally important: local 

knowledge about reading, global knowledge about reading, and love ofreading or 

affective knowledge about reading" (p. 102). She sums up balanced reading as a set of 

beliefs that has no singular approach or practice. Therefore, there are many different 

choices that a teacher can make while implementing a balanced approach to reading in 

their classroom. 

Researchers also have a variety of opinions about the ingredients of a balanced 

reading program. Fountas and Pinnell (1996) state that a balanced reading program in the 

primary grades should include eight elements: 

I. Reading aloud. 

2. Shared reading. 

3. Guided reading. 

4. Independent reading. 

5. Shared writing. 

6. Interactive writing. 
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7. Guided writing or writing workshop. 

8. Independent writing. (p. 25-36) 

In this view of balanced reading for elementary-age children, the variety of reading and 

writing activities foster literacy. Fountas and Pinnell (1996) view all of these 

components, not as separate elements, but linked together through the oral language that 

surrounds and supports all activities, and by the content or topic being studied. For them, 

literature circles fall within guided reading and independent reading activities; thus they 

are only a subset of two components ofa balanced literacy program. Fountas and Pinnell 

view literature circles supporting guided reading with its strong emphasis on "discussion 

and closer attention to the meaning of text" (p. 105). 

Components of Literature Circles 

Research supports the view that literature circles involve relatively small, 

temporary groups of students - four to six members - exploring a common piece of 

literature in depth (Daniels, 2002; Katz & Kuby, 2001; Lopez, 2003; Schlick Noe & 

Johnson, 1999; Zeiger, 2002). Teachers using literature circles offer students a limited 

selection of books around a central theme, topic, or genre (Burns, 1998; Schlick Noe & 

Johnson). Before groups have been formed, the teacher describes and discusses each 

novel to the whole class in a book talk (Burda, 2000; Day, Spiegel, McLellan & Brown, 

2002; Lopez, 2003). 

"Literature circles incorporate several features that can change the classroom 

climate to be more cooperative, responsible, and pleasurable while encouraging growth in 

reading" (Burns, 1998, p. 124). These features include many of the following. After the 
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introduction to each piece of literature, students peruse and then select the books that they 

are interested in and capable of reading (Ash, 1990; Simpson, 1994; Stix, 2000). 

Students meet regularly in order to discuss a pre-determined amount of chapters/pages 

from the book (Daniels, 2002; Eeds & Wells, 1989; Simpson, 1994). Literature circles 

often involve roles that each student is assigned or chooses that help stimulate 

conversation in the group. These roles also help the student management of these 

interactive groups (Bums, 1998; Chandler, 2003; Daniels, 2002; Close, 1992; Katz & 

Kuby, 200 I; Zeiger, 2002). There is a substantial time to read the chosen books and 

other reading material during the school day (Ash, 1990; Bums, 1998; Dionisio, 1991 ). 

Responding to the reading is another important component ofliterature circles. 

Writing in a journal before the literature circle session begins is common to this approach 

(Berger, 1996; Dionisio, 1991; Gilbert, 2000; Lopez, 2003; Wollman-Bonilla & 

Werchadlo, 1995). Finally, readers conclude their literature circles with a culminating 

project that is presented to the entire classroom and invited guests (Day, Spiegel, 

McLellan & Brown, 2002; Rog, 2001; Schlick Noe & Johnson, 1999). 

Even though there have been variations ofliterature circles such as book clubs or 

literature discussion groups throughout the United States, the term is relatively new. 

Short, in her 1986 dissertation, wrote about this innovation. Kaufman, a fellow teacher 

and researcher, and Short get credit for putting the name literature circles to the concept 

in which students self-select literature and meet in groups so that" ... the processes of 

collaboration and intertextuality function together ... " (Short, 1986, p. 25). Their new 
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strategy involved open-ended discussion groups with first graders on a specific piece of 

literature that children chose. 

Literature circles are not meant to be just another tool to get learners to read 

books, but an avenue for allowing students to talk about books in much the same manner 

as adults do. Whether talking about innovations such as student-led reading circles, in

class book clubs, or author studies, teachers around the country are transforming reading 

into exciting social events for their students (Milloy, 2003). As these innovations 

transform the standard approaches to reading, they can be powerful tools in the hands of 

children. These tools provide a way for interacting socially, fine tuning their writing and 

thinking skills, developing self-exploration, thus infusing a love for literature that will go 

beyond the classroom and last a lifetime (Milloy, 2003). 

Incorporating literature circles into a classroom can be a daunting task, as shifting 

a classroom from a teacher-centered, question and response style to a conversational, 

student-centered mode of operation requires careful planning. Educators must ensure that 

these literature circles fit the students in their classroom and their personal philosophy of 

education. Teachers need to decide how they will fit into the day-to-day happenings in 

their classroom. Are they a small part or a large chunk of the literacy program? 

Student Choice in Reading Material 

One of the easiest ways for a student to become passionate about reading is to 

give the individual a choice about their learning in the classroom. Teachers can help their 

students in fostering ownership of their literature circle simply by giving them a choice in 

which book(s) they read (Schlick Noe & Johnson, 1999). It does not matter if the teacher 
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has selected the four or five books from which the members of the class will choose; 

what is important is that the student be allowed to select one book from the many. 

Sheppard (1990), a teacher and researcher, states," ... children who are familiar with 

dialogue about story and who routinely choose their own books are natural collaborators 

in an intensive literature study" (p. 74). Students collaborate with the teacher, thus 

making them fellow learners. 

From a very early age, the opportunity for a student to choose his or her own 

work and reading material has a powerful impact (Rasinski, 1988). From his classroom 

observations of kindergarten students, Rasinski sees the heart of a literacy curriculum 

coming from a student's interest, purpose and ability to choose. 

In a study of a whole language first-grade classroom, Fresch (1995) found that 

when children were given the opportunity and materials for a choice in reading selection, 

they make decisions that built and developed their literacy. Her analysis revealed, first of 

all, that first graders love to reread big books and picture books read to by their teacher or 

librarian, or their personal favorites. She also discovered that children move back and 

forth between easy and difficult reading levels. These children took risks when selecting 

their reading, and then returned to familiar books. Whatever their choices were, Fresch 

(1995) found in her data that children's choices in reading material increased and 

extended their growing knowledge ofliteracy. 

In a different study regarding book selection of fourth through sixth graders, 

Anderson, Higgins & Wurster (1985) uncovered several interesting facts. Among the 

high, average, and low achievers in all three grades, they all sought out the same 
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categories of books such as fantasy, realistic fiction and informational books. They also 

tended to avoid the same categories such as biographies and sports. Although there were 

no major differences among the readability comparisons of the high, average, and low 

achievers, analysis revealed a unique statistic about the average length of books. High 

and low achievers in both fourth and sixth grades tended to read longer books for 

pleasure reading than average achievers. Finally, in this study, it was found that low 

achievers completed significantly fewer pages than did average and high achievers. This 

fact is related to the researchers' findings that poor readers are generally reading books 

too difficult for them (Anderson, et al., 1985). 

In a project that examined book choices made by below-average, average, and 

above-average fourth graders, Kragler (2000) found that all levels of these fourth grade 

readers chose books for similar reasons. Recommendations coming from peers, family 

members, and teachers were the most frequent reasons for choosing a book from the 

average and above-average readers. A book's appearance on the cover and interior 

pictures was the next most frequent reason for these readers and the number one reason 

for below-average readers. Another discovery generated from this research was in the 

types of book-selection strategies. Kragler found that the above-average and below

average readers used more strategies such as skimming a paragraph, flipping through the 

book, and looking at the book length. Finally, this researcher uncovered that the above

average readers were reading books too easy for them and the below-average readers 

were reading books too difficult for them. Although the teacher demonstrated how to 
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determine if a book would be too difficult, students ignored much of this infonnation 

during their book selection. 

The overriding goal of any balanced literacy program that includes literature 

circles is to foster independent, lifelong readers and writers. In order for students to work 

toward this goal, they need to begin making decisions regarding their books. When given 

the opportunity to choose their reading, students will read for the reasons that most 

literate people read, to live vicariously through the lives of the characters and in the 

process, learn about their own lives (Atwell, 1998). They also want to know how other 

writers have written. 

Small Groups Formed from Book Choice 

Literature circle groups unite around the desire to read the same book, poem, 

short story, or article. They are small groups of peers who are placed together because of 

their same interest in a book. According to Stix (2000), students tend to be more 

responsible to themselves, their teacher, and the group as a whole for reading the chosen 

book when given the opportunity to choice. LCs are not created by placing students 

according to their reading level, reading fluency, gender, or native language, rather each 

group that meets is formed because children have chosen to read and talk about the same 

trade book (Samway, Whang, Cade, Gamil, Lubandina & Phommachanh, 1991). 

A student's freedom of choice may be limited by the parameters set by the teacher 

who narrows the range from which they can choose (Simpson, 1994). "The teacher is in 

a position to select novels which are representative of genres the students might not 

normally read" (p. 290). The teacher may also want to expose students to various trade 
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books based on a particular subject such as the Revolutionary War or a survival theme. 

Instead of seeing the teacher's selection of books as limiting, it could be viewed in the 

positive light of preventing students from being overwhelmed by the availability of 

books. Even if the teacher is not the one who limits the choice of books, the number of 

books in a classroom set or availability of books in the school library may limit the book 

choice. 

According to Gambrell (1996), the power of choice is one of her most consistent 

findings in regards to student motivation. "The research related to self-selection of 

reading materials supports the notion that the books and stories that children find 'most 

interesting' are those they have selected for their own reasons and purposes" (p. 21). Her 

studies with first, third, and fifth-grade children are reflected in a different research 

conducted by Schiefele (1991). His research supports the notion that children are 

interested in books and stories that they have selected for their own reasons. Schiefele's 

work suggests that interest in the subject matter or book has a greater impact in the 

classroom than a student's ability. Having a book-rich classroom environment with 

access to the material also is a significant motivation to read. 

Before the members of the class ever choose a book, the teacher needs to " ... 

select books that will appeal to and delight children" (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996, p. 135). 

These selections need to support and challenge the various reading levels in the 

classroom, and the text sets should include a wide range of perspectives that would 

include fiction, nonfiction, and poetry. Each of the books should be filled with rich, 

literary language. 
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Book Talks 

However fine the selection of material may be, the key to the child's choice is the 

teacher's introduction. Book talks are strategically designed to peak the interest of the 

various books and get the class enthused to read (Samway, et al., 1991 ). Book talks can 

be designed around a genre, a range of books by one author, or a range of books centered 

on one particular topic. They should be relatively short in length - one to five minutes. 

The amount of time used to introduce the book is not as important as motivating the 

students to be excited about reading the book in the classroom and on their own (Zeiger, 

2002). 

Dionisio ( 1991) describes her vision of book talks as reading a chosen excerpt of 

the novel, followed by her own response to the book. She wants to stimulate the 

audience's interest, plus demonstrate a technique of responding to the reading that she 

will ask her students to do. 

At the end of these book talks, students are invited to make a first, second and 

third choice of favored books on a written ballot. It is important for students to 

understand that naming a book as their first choice means it is the book they most want to 

read. Second and third choices are books that sound interesting with intent to read 

(Schlick Noe & Johnson, 1999). The final group formation rests with the teacher. The 

goal of the teacher may be to honor all of the first choices, but there may be other 

considerations as well. 

Sometimes there may not be enough copies of a chosen book, and students will 

have to read their second or third choice (Daniels, 2002). A teacher may also shy away 
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from placing students together who do not get along (Day et al., 2002). Another factor 

may be the balancing of boys and girls within a literature circle, or the experimenting 

with an all-girl and all-boy group. Finally, a teacher needs to be fairly cognizant of 

evenly distributing the high and low learners, as struggling students need to have at least 

one person who will support them within the group membership (Day et al.). 

Readability 

Before choosing a book to read, students need to make sure that their selection is 

within their reading range. There are several strategies that can help a student choose 

wisely. One way to make sure that a book is appropriate is to apply the five-finger 

method (Veatch, 1978). The student picks up a book and begins to read a passage of at 

least 100 words. Each time he or she is unable to recognize or to decode a word, the 

child puts up a finger. At the end of the selection, if all five fingers are extended, the 

book may be too difficult for the reader. For literature circles to thrive, students need to 

be able to read independently (Day et al., 2002). When children have difficulty reading 

the material, comprehension breaks down and quality discussion is stilted (Day et al.). 

Even after all students have selected the book, Stix (2000) allows for a trial 

period. After a day or two of meeting in the collaborative discussion groups, students can 

switch books if their book proves to be too difficult or not of any interest. It allows for 

the freedom of making a mistake, then correcting it. 

Structuring Group Meetings 

In order for literature circles to be successful in the context of a balance literacy 

program, they must meet on a regular, predictable schedule throughout the school year 
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(Simpson, 1994). Circles are flexible enough that they can meet every day, every second 

or third day, or once a week. The decision rests with the teacher, depending on how 

much other curriculum needs to be introduced in the intervening days. Whatever the 

scheduling ends up being, predictability of when groups meet is essential (Daniels, 2002). 

Chandler (2001), a sixth grade teacher who uses literature circles in her classroom, 

advices never meeting on Mondays. In her experience, students generally forget their 

assignments over the weekend, thus they come to the discussion unprepared. Daniels 

(2002) suggests a large chunk of time, at least a period of thirty minutes for older 

children. Students need time to allow for a natural flow to their conversation. 

Independent Reading 

Classroom research of the 1970s and '80s indicates that children spent a small 

amount of time-seven to fifteen minutes-per day reading (Anderson, Hiebart, Scott & 

Wilkinson, 1985). Fielding and Pearson agree with these findings in their 1994 synthesis 

of research wherein they found that children typically spent more time working on 

reading skills with worksheets than they did putting these skills to work by honest to 

goodness reading. Furthermore, Allington (1983) found that the skill time/reading time 

ratio was evidently the highest for children of the lowest reading ability. 

Fielding and Pearson (1994) state, "Allocating ample time for actual text reading 

and ensuring that students are actually engaged in text reading during that time are among 

teachers' most important tasks in comprehension instruction" (p. 62). Leaming to read 

independently has many benefits. Vacca, Vacca, & Gove (1987) state that children who 

read independently develop fluency in silent reading. It also allows the student time to be 
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patient with print (Vacca, Vacca, & Gove, 1987). Independent reading time can be found 

in many school schedules, with such emphasis on reading as SSR (sustained silent 

reading) and DEAR ( drop everything and read). With such independent reading time, 

students can find time to read the assigned chapters before the next literature circle 

convenes. 

Researchers have viewed independent reading as a vital ingredient in a child's 

literacy development. In the study, Becoming a Nation of Readers (Anderson et al., 

1985) stated the following: 

Children should spend more time in independent reading. Independent reading, 

whether in school or out of school, is associated with gains in reading 

achievement. By the time they are in third or fourth grade, children should read 

independently a minimum of two hours per week. Children's reading should 

include classic and modem works of fiction and non-fiction that represent the core 

of our cultural heritage. (p. 119) 

McCracken (1971) clearly states that the" ... objective of any school's reading 

program is to develop each student's ability to read silently without interruption for a 

relatively long period ohime" (p. 521 ). McCracken recommends six rules for successful 

implementation of SSR: 

1. Each student must read silently without interruption. No pretending is 

allowed. 

2. The teacher also reads, thus setting the example and allows no interruption of 

his or her reading. 
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3. Each student selects a single book, magazine, or newspaper. No changing is 

permitted. 

4. A timer is used which defines the fixed period of time allotted. 

5. No reports or records of any kind are worked on during this time. 

6. The whole class reads silently at the same time. (p. 521-522) 

Since the 1960s, there has been a renewed effort at having students read for a slot 

of time in the classroom. In Trelease's 1985 book, The Read-Aloud Handbook, he states 

that SSR was first proposed by Professor Hunt, Jr. of the University of Vermont in the 

1960s (p. 113). He goes on to say that SSR received a huge boost from the McCrackens, 

nationally known reading experts, in the 1970s. 

Vacca, Vacca, & Gove (1987) recommend beginning SSR with short periods 

ranging from five to fifteen minutes depending on the grade level. Then extend the time 

up to fifteen minutes for primary students and up to forty-five minutes for intermediate 

students. During this scheduled time, students are not reading out of assigned texts, and 

there are no strategy lessons preceding this reading, nor are there book reports following 

the reading. It is simply a scheduled stop in the school day to develop a student's lifelong 

literacy involvement. 

After six months or more of SSR, thousands of students were asked their reaction 

to reading silently (McCracken, 1971 ). McCracken stated the following: 

"They respond unanimously that they like it. First, students say they like SSR 

because it is quiet, with many indicating it is the only quiet time in their entire 

day. All kinds of students have responded that they learned to like to read. Poor 
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readers respond that since no one watches them they can make mistakes without 

worrying. Able readers say that they are relieved because they don't have to 

prove that they are bright every time they read something. All respond that they 

like SSR because they can read what they want to read" (p. 582). 

Despite a number of believers who affirm that SSR works, studies abound which 

demonstrate that SSR makes little or no significant impact on the student. Dwyer and 

Reed (1989) developed a study that investigated students who engaged in SSR reading. 

The purpose of their study was on the area of attitudes toward reading. Specifically, they 

wanted to know if participating in SSR led to more positive attitudes toward reading. 

They also wanted to find out if male and female students differed in attitudes toward 

reading. There were two groups: an experimental group consisting of 19 fourth and fifth 

graders and a control group consisting of 21 fifth graders. The experimental group 

participated in 15 minutes of SSR and the control group sustained with twenty more 

minutes of instructional time in a regular reading program. The findings revealed that the 

experimental group demonstrated an overall drop of two points on the attitude scale. The 

loss is attributed to the extremely lower post experimental scores established by the boys. 

The experimental girls gained slightly. The results of the study indicate that the boys had 

poorer attitudes toward reading than the girls. Participating in SSR had little to no 

positive effects toward reading for either boys or girls. Even though students in this 

study were participating in SSR, they were not reading books of their own choosing. 

Instead, they were reading from the basal reading series. 
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No matter what the effect SSR has on reading comprehension or attitude, Daniels 

(2002) sees literature circles as "an orderly and manageable structure" in sustaining this 

kind of independent reading. Literature circles go beyond the requirements of SSR and 

DEAR programs that occur in schools. When students read independently for their 

literature circle, they are not concerned about a time limit, but with reading a section of a 

book in order to contribute their opinions and relate life experiences to the reading. 

Thoughtful Discussion 

Within these literature circles, teachers desire for grand conversation to happen 

when students interact and make meaning. Eeds and Wells (1989) began using the term 

grand conversations because participants in literature circles are encouraged to strive to 

develop and discuss their own questions, as well as expand on other's interpretations of 

the text. These grand conversations can" ... promote insights, perhaps even revelations, 

related to reading, writing, learning, and thinking" (Brabham & Villaume, 2000, p. 278). 

One of the significant trademarks about literature circles is that the grand 

conversation/discussion and topics within are developed by the students (Daniels, 2002). 

This is a time for the teacher to step back and listen to the natural discussion, not to 

provide questions, worksheets or other study guides. Students are in charge of their 

thinking and discussion, and participation by all members of the group is essential. 

Sharing ideas with peers, soliciting questions, and spinning off conversation from other's 

comments are all part of this process. 

Discussion within literature circles is not a one-sided affair, and it is not about just 

sharing opinions, then sitting back and listening to other's opinions. Collaborative 
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sharing in a literature circle is dynamic (Wood, Roser & Martinez, 2001 ). Through the 

discussion, students get to extend and refine their thinking, as well as, hear new 

perspectives that can expand the reader's horizon (Wood et al.). In other words, the 

discussion in student-led book talks is a multi-sided affair. According to Wood, et al., a 

collaborative book discussion should involve asking good questions, wondering aloud, 

working together to comprehend the text, picking out certain texts in order to support a 

position, and sharing connections between real life and the experience in the book. 

In order to prepare students for cooperative discussion in literature circles, Day, et 

al. (2002) believes in creating a list of discussion guidelines. By involving the students, 

the teacher is encouraging them to critically think about what makes discussion work, and 

because the students themselves create the guidelines, it is likely that there will be more 

ownership to them. 

Whitin (2002) confirms this viewpoint. She believes that good literary 

conversation permits the reader to verbalize their personal experiences by what they have 

read. This enables the reader to make connections to events in the story, and to larger 

world issues. 

Although the ideal is for students' conversation to flow naturally, there are 

problems that arise when the conversation is not monitored by a teacher or another adult. 

In a study on gender issues related to peer-led literature circles, Evans (1996) addressed 

teasing. This researcher describes the experiences of two fifth-grade girls during their 

literature discussions. At the beginning of their group meetings, Vivianne assumed a 

leadership role and Mimi actively participated by initiating most topics and responding to 
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other's contributions. On the third day of discussion, the boys in the group began teasing 

Mimi. During the fourth day, when Vivianne tried to keep the group on task, a boy 

challenged her. After that, she repositioned herself within the group and chose silence as 

a means of protection. Evans noticed that the attempts to silence voices by the boys were 

only directed at the girls in the group. In response to the boys' teasing and other tactics, 

the girls formed an alliance in order to protect themselves from their male peers. This 

researcher concluded that positioning, either by oneself or by others, changes according 

to the gender of the group. "The boys consistently positioned themselves as powerful 

members who had the right to tease and belittle the girls, an action which simultaneously 

positioned the girls as powerless members who were expected to accept such treatment" 

(p. 200). The forms of silencing and marginalization found in this research raises serious 

concerns about discussions that happen in literature circles. 

The Teacher's Role 

The degree to which the teacher participates, guides, or controls the direction of 

the discussion in the literature circles depends upon the educator. For every teacher and 

researcher who says that s/he should say as little as possible, there is another one who 

will offer a differing opinion. 

Almost all of the research agrees that the prime role of the teacher is as a 

facilitator (Crawford, Kahn, Kaser, Kaufman & Short, 1999). It is the role that is most 

frequently assumed by teachers. The task of the facilitator is to encourage students to 

share more of their thinking. "Why do you think that?" and "What do you mean?" are 

excellent questions from facilitators (1999). 
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Sometimes a facilitator provides additional infonnation to clarify details 

associated with the story. Zeiger (2002), a fifth grade teacher, was hesitant to jump into 

the conversation, but sometimes the group needed clarification or a few comments in 

order for the discussion to stay on track. Another type of facilitator talk is to restate 

comments from students, especially when others in the group missed an important point 

or comment. A facilitator is an infrequent group member who offers opinions about the 

literature without taking over the group dynamics (Crawford, et al., 1999). In Daniels' 

opinion, the teacher's role in literature circles boils down to being "supportive, 

organizational, and managerial" (2002, p. 24). 

Less popular, although valid roles, involves teachers as a guide, a participant, a 

mediator, and as an active listener. When Gilbert (2000) is with a group, she sees herself 

as a guide. She may give the group a jump start with an open-ended question, then she 

may immediately pull back to observe, take notes, and let the children discuss in their 

own words. 

In the participant role, teachers interact as readers who share their personal 

connections to the reading, along with their opinions and questions that stem from the 

reading (Crawford, et al., 1999). The comments of a participant can expand the ideas 

raised from a student. Other comments can challenge the group as a whole to consider 

other perspectives or make connections to the idea being discussed. 

The mediator role involves the teacher as one who encourages students to connect 

their discussion about the events of the book to their own life experiences (Crawford, et 
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al., 1999). A mediator might help a student to voice personal issues and to share and 

discuss their own values. 

Moving away from teacher-dominated discussions, the active listener 

acknowledges the student and affirms their thinking (Crawford, et al., 1999). This may 

come in the form of background comments such as "yeah" or "hmmm." The danger of 

the teacher as active listener is that the student(s) will focus on him or her and compete 

for the teacher's attention. 

Whatever role a teacher decides to take in the beginning, Simpson (1994) believes 

that the teacher should take a back seat once the students have firmly grasped the art of 

reflecting, connecting, predicting, and sharing. 

Discussion Roles 

Discussion is at the very heart and soul ofliterature circles. Discussion has a 

purpose in that the reader can understand the text, author and ideas from listening to the 

thoughts of others (Day, et al., 2002). Discussion roles, which many teachers use, have a 

purpose too. 

Some teachers want to guarantee successful group interaction by assigning roles 

to students on a rotating basis (Daniels, 2002). One aspect about cooperative learning in 

the classroom is the assumption of specific roles such as collaborator and active 

participator (Tinzmann et al., 1990). Having a specific role in the literature circle allows 

for full participation and helps each group member to feel that his or her contribution is 

needed for successful operating of the group. Not all teachers who try literature circles 

implement the assignment of roles. 
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Role sheets with specific jobs for each member is basically a management 

strategy enabling students to focus their reading as they prepare for discussion in their 

group. It is a tool that helps discussion, but should not be seen as mandatory for any 

circle. At best, these roles are a temporary step for facilitating discussion. Rog (2001) 

states that role sheets provide a formal structure to the interaction within the groups, and 

are a good starting point for learning how to discuss books. The roles are designed to 

gather different perspectives from a text so that students can connect it to their life, 

debate interpretations of the reading, or connect it to world events. 

Keegan and Shrake (1991) uses four roles: 1) Reader (to read teacher feedback 

and to begin the day's discussion), 2) Coordinator (to lead the discussion and to make 

sure everyone participates), 3) Mechanic (to ensure the electronic devices are recording 

the session) and 4) Notetaker (to record the next day's assignments). 

Daniels (2002) also envisions four basic roles with several optional roles, 

depending on the literature being discussed. The roles are to be practiced on a rotating 

basis until the students synthesize the roles. Teachers have the option to create as many 

roles as they see fit, depending too on the size of the group. His four basic roles include: 

1) Literary Luminator (who rewinds the readers back to memorable, important sections of 

the book and rereads them to the group); 2) Discussion Director (who analyzes the text, 

then thinks up high level discussion questions, starts the meeting, and elicits discussion 

from the other members); 3) Connector (who connects what they read to their lives, their 

feelings, to the headlines of the day, and to other books and authors); and 4) Illustrator 

(who provides a graphic, visual response to the reading). 
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Geist (1999) expands the roles to six jobs: 1) Discussion Director (writes four to 

six questions about the reading, then leads the discussion); 2) Wild and Crazy Word 

Finder (finds and marks powerful or tricky words from the reading); 3) Selection Director 

(chooses an interesting/important part of the text to share with the group); 4) Art Director 

(draws a picture about an event in the reading selection); 5) Connector Director (finds a 

way to connect the reading to events in real life) and 6) Summary Director (writes a 

summary of the reading). 

All of these roles provide a focus for reading and a jumping off point for 

discussions. The role sheets are not designed for busy work, but to spark a natural 

conversation among peers. As students become comfortable with responding to literature 

from these perspectives, the roles and role sheets will gradually cease to exist. 

Response Journals 

The use of response journals connects the act of reading and writing. Students 

write down their personal thoughts about the reading in order to communicate with their 

group. The physical form of these journals can vary from one classroom to another. 

They can take the form of a spiral notebook, loose-leaf paper bound together by a piece 

of construction paper, or many Post-it notes attached to the book (Daniels, 2002). 

For some people, discussion of a good book or movie comes naturally, but the 

opposite may be true when it comes time to writing a response in a journal. Often times 

the level of response is lacking in quality. Rog (2001) discovered at least four levels that 

a person can respond to a piece of literature. On the most superficial level, there is the 

straightforward retelling or story summary. Although these are important skills to 
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master, they do not involve high-level thinking. The personal reaction of the reader, 

whether he or she liked the story or did not, is at the next level. The response is 

measured when the reader is able to support his or her stated opinion. Interpretation lies 

at the heart of the next level of response. The reader then describes what the story means 

to her or him, or interprets the author's message. The highest level ofresponse occurs 

when there is a reaction to the author's craft. The reader can describe on paper the 

special language used in the text, the flow of the sentences, or the surprising twists and 

turns. Quality responses ask readers to analyze and synthesize the written work of an 

author. 

Wollman-Bonilla and Werchadlo (1995) also noticed the level of response when 

Werchadlo's first grade students wrote responses to books. They uncovered three 

interesting observations. First, these researchers found that oral interaction with the 

youngsters around the journals was critical. When students read their responses to the 

teacher, they often elaborated on what they had written. Second, they discovered that the 

journals provided a unique insight into how each student expressed their ideas, and 

researchers could recognize each one's thinking. Finally, as with older students, these 

first graders had recognizable, individual styles of response. 

Dysthe (1996) looked at formal and informal responses to literature in her 

observations of three high schools in Norway and the USA. She discovered that informal 

responses to literature helped the students in her research study prepare for class 

discussions. Journal writing helped them develop their ideas and it was so much less 

threatening than formal writing. Because their writing did not have to be perfect, the 



children found that writing helped them think through their ideas. When these written 

responses were used in the oral discussions in class, " ... the dialogic function of the 

students' written texts were substantially boosted" (p. 395). What the students wrote 

became an initiator for group discussion. Dysthe also found that the informal written 

response allowed students to relate some issue in the book to their own lives and 

interests. 
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Although teachers desire their students to write meaningful responses and 

thoughtful interpretations of the literature, it does not always happen. Berger (1996) 

discovered this cold reality the hard way. After reading countless summaries of their 

initial responses to literature, Berger realized that her students did not know how to make 

meaningful written responses. After dialoguing with her students, she devised four 

questions that would stimulate a reader's response. Her adolescent readers were guided 

in their responses by these questions, "What do you notice? What do you question? 

What do you feel? What do you relate to?" (p. 381 ). Berger found that these questions 

worked well with all kinds ofliterature - poetry, short stories and novels. 

Whether the response journals are guided by questions or not, students need to 

know that there is a variety of ways one can respond to literature. Noll (1994) 

corresponded throughout the year with the teenagers in her classroom through dialogue 

journals. Students also need to be cognizant of the purpose for keeping a response 

journal. Many of the researchers above have demonstrated that journals can enhance a 

student's literature discussion and stimulate their thinking about the reading. 
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Extensions Projects 

When children meet and discuss in their literature circles, they are engaged in 

exploring a wide range of ideas and interpretations related to questions, themes, and 

issues (Kauffman & Yoder, 1990). While discussing various aspects of the book, these 

children do not have to take a stance on any topic. While discussing the literature, the 

students will construct their own beliefs, hypotheses, interests and purposes, or be 

influenced by others (Kauffman & Yoder, 1990). This all comes to a crashing halt when 

the book ends and the students are invited to present an extension project. These 

presentations challenge students to now take a stance and come up with insights as a 

group. 

After the circles finish their book, students have the opportunity to complete a 

collaborative project that expresses and extends their understanding of the book (Katz & 

Kuby, 2001). It allows the children to pull all of their scattered ideas together into one 

cohesive presentation. Each group has the freedom to choose from such projects such as 

a poster, a giant book cover, an extended plot line, a story quilt, or some other art-related 

showpiece (Katz & Kuby, 2001). Again, the variety of extension projects allows the 

children to choose, thus ownership of the project occurs. 

Schlick Noe and Johnson view the extension project as a continuation of the 

readers' response (1999, p. 91). This collaborative effort can then be presented to an 

audience. By informing peers and teachers of a book through an extension project, others 

may want to read the book due to the project and the presentation (Schlick Noe & 

Johnson). 
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Summary 

In this chapter, the various attributes of literature circles were explained and 

described. Through the participation of students in literature circles, boys and girls learn 

to interact with one another around a common text. Children collaborate with their peers 

to respond to literature through questions, feelings and connections to their life and the 

world around them. In short, participants in literature circles take ownership of their 

reading and written responses through the choices they make. Discussion is not always 

easy within groups because students can get sidetracked; therefore discussion roles and 

response journals often help focus the novice. Although literature circles are not the 

magical answer for all literacy curricula, they can be a powerful component in a balanced 

literacy program. 



Introduction 

Chapter Three 

Design of the Project 

The purpose of this project was to construct a teacher's guide in which literature 

circles are incorporated into an already existing language arts curriculum in order to 

achieve a balanced literacy program. They are intended to be only one facet of the design 

for a balanced literacy program. Another purpose for introducing literature circles is to 

spark a child's lifelong interest in reading through the selection, discussion and use of 

meaningful and relevant literature. 

Literature circles are a unique, yet vital component in a comprehensive approach 

to teaching reading. They allow children to work with fellow classmates in small, 

flexible groups that have been formed around the selection of same interest books. 

Teachers can introduce a variety of literature or genres that the child might not choose of 

their own accord, but will enjoy nonetheless. Children will read large sections of their 

book before discussing the material in their small groups .. Talk within these literature 

circles is a way for children to construct meaning, generate questions or respond to 

another's question, as well as listen to different voices and divergent ideas. Teachers are 

available to facilitate or guide the discussion without becoming the focal point. 

Responding to their reading by way of response journals and extension projects is a 

valuable tool for processing the student's thinking about the literature. 
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The purpose of this project then was to create a teacher's guide containing 

samples of research material activities that could be applied by a teacher just beginning to 

incorporate literature circles in the classroom. Although it is not a complete package, it 

covers the description of discussion roles, trade books grouped together under a relevant 

theme or genre, and lessons that support responses to the reading. 

The author became aware of the need to incorporate literature circles as a 

component of a balanced literary curriculum through experiences as an intermediate 

classroom teacher and a K-12 substitute teacher in the Yakima Valley. Teaching in these 

positions enabled the author to observe that reading instruction at the intermediate grades 

was very effective in the affective components of reading; the students generally seemed 

to enjoy reading, especially when given the chance to choose their own reading material. 

The author was also able to observe that a majority of classrooms are stilled tied to basal 

readers with workbook pages that focus on comprehension skills and strategy instruction. 

These experiences fostered the desire to incorporate literature circles into the existing 

language arts curriculum. After reviewing the literature, the author recognizes the 

positive impact that literature discussion groups can have in a fifth-grade classroom. LCs 

help to create a classroom ofleamers who work collaboratively in small groups, share 

and explore personal connections to the reading, stimulate questions and issues, and 

respond creatively and deeply in writing through journals and extension projects. 

Methods 

Prior to designing a guide for teachers and writing lessons for responding to the 

reading, literature was gathered. Several resources were drawn upon in order to usurp 
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infonnation for this particular project. An ERIC search at the Central Washington 

University Library was conducted in order to obtain information and related material on 

the subject ofliterature circles. All articles and textbooks were then located and copied. 

Another source for valuable information came through the use of the Internet, whereby I 

retrieved materials from ERIC Digests. Books were borrowed from the Interlibrary Loan 

at the Central Washington University Library on the topic, as well as books were checked 

and purchased from such Internet sites as Amazon books.com and Halfprice.com. The 

information was read several times, evaluated and sorted according to subtopics and 

general information about the topic. All of this information was compiled into a formal 

review of literature in Chapter Two of this project. The literature review provides 

analysis of the essential components of any literature circle and how to make them 

effective in any classroom. 

Next, the literature circle guide for fifth grade teachers was developed and 

written. The following criteria were used that shaped what would be included. The 

handbook is meant to be a pull out resource from this project study and used as its own 

separate entity. It is meant to be easy to look through and easy to apply the various 

guidelines and suggestions needed to make literature circles succeed. Section I includes 

the instructions for use of the handbook to the teacher. Section II includes the role sheets 

that each participant will use during a literature circle. Section III includes various 

graphic organizers that students can use for their roles. Section IV includes a wide 

variety of trade books that are grouped under a particular theme, subject, or genre. 

Included in this section are the title, author, summary, reading level, and any awards 
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bestowed on the author. The themes and subjects were selected from the experience and 

knowledge that the author has had with fifth grade classrooms. Section V includes ten 

sample lessons, five for response journals and five for extension projects. These are a 

sampling of the many possibilities that teachers can instruct their students as a way of 

responding to literature. Section VI includes the bibliography for all the trade books 

mentioned. 
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Foreword 

Every couple of years it seems as if publishing companies, legislators, and school 

administrators look for the new or recycled silver bullet that will be the answer for 

literacy curriculums to teach all children (Spiegel, 1998). However, literature circles can 

.be viewed.as part of a balanced literacy approach that will help develop lifelong readers ... 

and writers, not the sole answer. 

Literature circles provide students with opportunities to choose from quality 

books that a teacher has gathered on a particular topic or from the same genre (Katz & 

Kuby, 2001). The teacher inevitably determines the members of the group although each 

child has a voice through their initial choices in the selections presented (Burns, 1998). 

Before discussion ever happens with a book, students begin by reading a predetermined 

amount of pages or chapters. Each group formed by their choice of book will set their 

own pace given the ending date for the book to be finished. Children benefit from being 

able to read daily from their literature circle book and other reading material they choose 

for themselves (Atwell, 2002; Calkins, 200 I). Reading literature that can be read and 

reread during school time is powerful because children can escape the drudgeries of their 

lives and can understand someone else's pain or joy (Calkins, 2001). 

Even more powerful is the ability to reflect and discuss what a student has read. 

Literature circles provide opportunities for students of different reading abilities for 

sustained dialogue in which they listen, reflect, challenge, raise questions, argue, and 

make new meanings together (Noll, 1994). These flexible, collaborative circles push 

students to think critically and to develop new understandings about themselves and the 

world around them (Noll, 1994). 
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