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Why Literature Circles Hook Kids on Reading
· They like the way they feel when they get to talk with their classmates about what’s going on in the books.  They enjoy quizzing each other and expressing their opinions.

· Reading becomes “popular” – what everyone is doing – and they don’t want to feel left out.
· They don’t want the embarrassment of being unprepared for a meeting.
· They hear about the books other kids are reading so they want to read them, too. 

· Students can show their understanding orally which is more enjoyable than writing a test.
· The regular reading makes them faster readers which makes the action more exciting which makes them read more, becoming faster readers and so on…

I use a format that looks, sounds, and feels like an adult book club.  My students love it!  They become faster and more skilled readers which feeds their enthusiasm.  My students meet in literature circles every week all year but the format works even if you only use it occasionally. 
Teaching of comprehension strategies can be incorporated  in all three components of a novel-based reading program:


A 
Literature Circles


B
Read-Alouds


C
Independent Reading and discussion with teacher and/or peers
Literature Circle Directions

· Read carefully and make sure you understand.  Do not read ahead.  

· For each meeting date, read to the end of the chapter or page listed.

· Keep a Literature Circle duotang organized with this page on top.  For each week, put the date of your meeting and draw a line between each week’s assignments.  Bring your novel & duotang back and forth every day between home and school.

· Write down 2 skinny questions & answers to check everyone’s understanding.  The questions must be about important points and the answers must be in the book.

· Write 2 “fat, juicy questions” each week that will create interesting discussion. These are questions that can’t be answered from the book and there can’t be only one answer.  Make sure you have an answer ready in your head for your own questions.

· Write a short note to remind you of a personal connection to the section you read that you can tell your group, e.g. something that happened to you or someone you know that is similar to the story or something similar in another book or movie or real life. Try to make it a “juicy” connection with some details.

· Write a brief note to tell your group about a time a character made a decision and tell why you think it was or wasn’t a good decision.

· Write 3 words that you didn’t know that you had to look up in the dictionary and write their definitions.  If there are no unfamiliar words, write the definitions for 3 other words you didn’t know that you find in a dictionary.

· If there are words or passages that you don’t understand, mark them with post-it notes so the group can talk about them.

· Each day you read make sure you record in the monthly section of the planner:  title, page numbers you read and amount of time.   If it doesn’t add up to at least 2 hrs. of home reading each week, read another book independently as well or join a second lit circle. Make sure you sign up for a conference after you have finished reading an independent book.  Once a week, ask your parents to check that you have recorded your reading and sign that week’s recording in your planner.

I have read these directions and I understand that my child will be reading a literature circle book every week all year.  Parent: _________________

Section A Literature Circles

· To prepare students for their first literature circles
Day 1:  Have them call out to the teacher “skinny” (fact) or “fat, juicy” (opinion) questions to show their understanding of the difference between fat and skinny questions, e.g. In the story of the 3 pigs and the wolf:
What did the pigs make their houses with? 

Why did each pig choose his particular building material? 

Which building material turned out to be stronger?

How could the first two pigs have made their houses stronger?

Why did the wolf want to blow down their houses?  (The group will be split – some thinking that the wolf was obviously hungry; others will think there could be a variety of possible reasons.  Point this out as an example of  the need to hear each other in an open-minded way.)

Then in small groups, generate fat and skinny questions for a chapter of a novel being read-aloud.  Ask groups to share some interesting questions or answers with the class. 

Day 2:  In small groups, generate fat, juicy questions for Humpty Dumpty and then a chapter of a read-aloud.
Day 3:  In small groups, generate connections for Goldilocks or Cinderella and then a chapter of a read-aloud.
Day 4:  Make sure students know how to look up unfamiliar words in a dictionary. Go over the weekly literature circle assignment.  
· I explain their routine assignment:  write down 2 skinny questions (with answers) to check each other’s understanding, 2 fat, juicy questions, a connection about the week’s reading, and look up 3 unfamiliar words in the dictionary and write down their meanings.  Fat questions are ones that have no right answer so they can elicit different responses and discussion.  Once they have mastered those requirements, I sometimes give an additional weekly assignment which could be writing a reflection or completing a task related to the theme.   As the year progresses, I teach them how to push each other to give more detailed connections. 
· In my class in multiple subjects I tie learning as much as I can to 3 questions:  

What qualities make a “good” person?  

How do people make “good” decisions?

How do we know whether a decision is a “good” one?  Over the year, we flesh out what “good” means, e.g. wise, fair, ethical, kind, etc.

So, I add an additional routine assignment for all LC groups:  Write a brief note to tell your group about a time a character made a decision and tell why you think it was or wasn’t a “good” decision.

· I make homework so routine that kids and parents have no excuse for not keeping track of it.  The downside is that they don’t need to use their planner often, Since I think there is value in having kids and parents remember that a planner is a great organizational tool I require them to write their reading in their planner every time they read (title, page numbers and minutes read).  This also gives them practice in routine record keeping which is an essential part of many jobs and it gives parents and kids an easy way to monitor how much they are reading. 

· At the start of the year I teach kids how to choose the “right size” book.  I have the biggest student and the smallest student put their feet beside each other on a desk and ask the class if these kids could become better runners by running in each other’s shoes.  The class can easily see that it would be stressful and slow to run in the wrong size shoes.  The same is true of reading.  To choose the right size book, there should be 1-4 words on most pages that they have to work at decoding.  

· Before I assign literature circle books for the first time in the year, I want to make sure I know their approximate reading level.  This doesn’t need to be complicated – I just need to make sure I don’t let a child choose a book that is much too hard for them.  I use the Alberta Diagnostic tests which take only a few minutes per child.  Jerry Johns is similar and your LSS team may have other quick tools for you to use.

· I gather multiple copies of 5-7 different novels. Sometimes the books have a similar theme or topic.  Early in the year, book choices feature prolific authors such as Clements, Avi, Spinelli and Walters, or series such as Breadwinner, Silverwing, Lightning Thief or Tales of a Fourth Grade Nothing, as students are often then motivated to independently read other books by the same author.  The novels represent a variety in levels and styles.  I give short book talks for all of the books, then I give students a little time to look through them and try reading a few pages. I typically spend 25-30 minutes: giving the book talk, then having them read one book for 5 minutes, put it back, read another for 5 minutes, etc. so that within the half hour block they have been able to prioritize their reading choices.
· Students write a request on scrap paper, listing their top 4 preferences.  This system allows the teacher to organize balanced groups and assign books that are suitable for students’ reading levels.  I typically put kids into groups using the 5 most popular novels and put the unselected titles away for another time or another year.
· Students read an agreed upon section for each week’s meeting – usually about 60 pages which is 1/3 or 1/4 of the book.   An average reader reading a grade level book will read a page in 2 minutes or less.  Therefore 60 pages per week will take most kids 2 hours or less of reading at home.  Easier novels usually have less than 180 pages, making it easy to give less capable readers fewer pages to read each week.  Students reading longer novels commit to reading more than 60 pages.  I assign the amount to be read for the first meeting – 60 pages for a typical book if they have a full week – fewer pages if they will be meeting in less than a week.  At the end of each weekly meeting, the group or I make the decision about how much needs to be read for the next meeting.  
· Students are not allowed to read ahead of the week’s assigned section so the entire group has the fun of guessing what will happen next. Keen readers often join 2 groups.  This provides enrichment for the most capable students.  Those who read more quickly usually can afford more discussion time as they don’t need as much time to finish other assignments.
· I take advantage of the fact that my keen readers want to be in more than one group.  For their “extra” book, I may put them in the easiest group.  That raises the caliber of the discussion in the group that includes my lowest readers – both because of their greater insight and also because you are sure the good readers will be ready.  It also provides great cover – nobody sees it as a less competent group since it also includes some reading hotshots.  

· Students sit together in a circle in a corner of the room.  The rest of the class does a quiet task.
· Meetings are scheduled once a week.  Sometimes I need to schedule two meetings  simultaneously.  When I do this, I have to work out the meeting schedule before assigning groups to make sure I don’t put my keen readers into groups that are meeting at the same time.  The reasons that I don’t schedule all groups to meet at once is that it limits my involvement and it prevents students from being in more than one group.  As the year progresses, more and more students join 2 groups (or even 3 groups!) which turns them into avid daily readers.
· Groups can manage their own meetings.  I will join in sometimes when a group contains a struggling reader so I can give him/her extra encouragement.  I also join a group when I want to assess oral language skills or when I want to be a part of the discussion of some big ideas.  

· Checking comprehension:  Each meeting starts with the students asking each other  “skinny” comprehension questions to check that they have read and understood the week’s section.  When each child asks a question, classmates raise their hands to give their answer.  If I’m not sure about comprehension of any of the students by the end of these questions, I ask a few skinny questions of my own (either during the meeting or privately afterwards).  Those who can’t answer the questions don’t get any marks for the reading but they can still get credit for having read the book by passing an oral conference at the end of the book.  That way, students who weren’t ready for one meeting are motivated to read what they missed.  Those who are obviously reading with understanding are spared the need for a test or conference.  
· Discussions: After skinny questions, the group moves on to the fat, juicy questions.  I sometimes observe and sometimes chime in if there is a question I want them to discuss or if there is something I want to add to the discussion.  Children take turns asking their fat, juicy questions.  Answers can’t be simple “yes” or “no”; they need to explain their thinking.  Students can’t repeat an idea that has already been said.  When everyone who wants to speak has been heard, the questioner answers his/her own question.  They go around the circle asking first questions, then second questions, then giving personal connections.

· During the meeting, I go around the group, silently looking at their written work to mark it.  Students get 2 marks for having read with understanding.  They get a total of 5 marks if they have all their written work done and show comprehension.  If they have read with understanding but have no written work they get 2.  If they have some of their written work, they get between 2 and 5, depending on what they are missing.  This takes me only 1-2 minutes to mark the entire group.  I can then go to another group, support the rest of the class, or join the discussion.  I make whatever observations I need to (depending on the group) in order to determine an oral language mark for each student.  They take care of each other by making sure that everyone gets a chance to give enough answers to get good marks for oral participation.  As the year progresses, I push them to help each other to give increasingly sophisticated justifications for their answers.

· Vocubulary enrichment:  The last thing the students share, if there is time, is the words they found.  They take turns telling what words they found and asking if anyone knows what they mean, then sharing the definition.
· Meetings typically last 15-25 minutes, depending on the size of the group, the complexity of the ideas discussed, and the amount of time you can afford to give them. 
· Whenever you wish, you can join a group and use the section they have just read to teach a reading comprehension strategy, such as “When you read that section, what could you infer?” or “How has your thinking been transformed about the character?”

· Literature Circles can be springboards for individual or group inquiries.  As groups meet, they can look for questions that they may want to research.  Has this book changed your feelings or thinking?  Is there something you want to investigate?  
B.  Independent Reading
A weekly literature circle assignment will not be enough reading for avid readers and over the course of the year, an increasing number of students will read additional novels independently.  I have them choose books from the list of books for which I have prepared questions (posted on www.pita.ca).  When they finish a book, they sign up for a reading conference.  I start by doing all the conferences myself but once I get to know my readers, students who have read the book can “test” their peers.
C.  Read-Aloud Novels 

Not all great novels are wonderful when read aloud.  Every page has to hold the listener’s interest with action, suspense, or humour.  Read alouds are a great way to introduce students to a series or an author.  They are also a great way to teach reading comprehension strategies.  For at least every second read-aloud novel, I use a book where each student has a copy.  Then students can take turns reading aloud, both in small groups, and in the whole class. 
Literature Circles Assessment 

Book: _________________Section: _________ Date: ______ Next:_______________


Preparation= 5 possible (Comprehension = 3,  questions & connection=1, definitions=1) 
  

	Names:
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Comprehension 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2 skinny ?
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2 fat juicy ?
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Connection 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Decision 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3 definitions
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total Prep (1-5)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Oral (1-5) 
	
	
	
	
	
	


I don’t give any mark for oral unless I am sitting in with the group – once or twice per term.  Then, an oral mark is given for attentive listening and richness of contribution to the discussion.

Use the blank spot if you wish to record some other task, such as:

· Mark a short passage (3-5 sentences) that shows powerful writing

· Tell about a time when a character makes a positive difference

· Tell about a time when a character makes a difficult choice and explain how making a different choice would have led to a different consequence

· Tell something funny that happened

· Tell how a character changed

· Record each section on a plot line

· Complete a novel study sheet

· Write 3 animal facts that you learned from this week’s reading

Sample:  Write a powerful response to the section.  Your response must be at least 4 sentences long and give examples from the book to show your thinking.

Here are some ideas you might use to start a response:

1.
I predict….

2.
I didn’t understand….

3.
Now I know why…

4.
The feelings I had in reading this were….

5.
I would like to know….

6.
If it was up to me….

7.
I really like the following passage….  I like this passage because….

8.
The character: _________ reminds me of someone else….

9.
I would love/hate to be like _______ because….

10.
The author uses suspense when….

11.
If only….

12.
The author grabbed my attention ….

13.
Something that surprised me is….

Prep = 5 possible (comprehension = 2; 3 marks in total for the written work; no marks for written work without comprehension of the week’s reading); Teacher marks oral only when s/he joins group, not for every meeting.  Mark with √ for satisfactory or * excellent

Book: _________________
Section: __________ Date: ____________


	Names:
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Skinny questions√
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Juicy questions√
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Connection √
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Decision
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3 definitions
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Oral - √ or * for each answer 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Comp & Prep 1-5
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Oral 1-5
	
	
	
	
	
	


Book: _________________
Section: __________ Date: ____________


	Names:
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Skinny questions√
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Juicy questions√
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Connection √
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Decision
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3 definitions
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Oral - √ or * for each answer 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Comp & Prep 1-5
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Oral 1-5
	
	
	
	
	
	


Book: _________________
Section: __________ Date: ____________


	Names:
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Skinny questions√
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Juicy questions√
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Connection √
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Decision
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3 definitions
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Oral - √ or * for each answer 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Comp & Prep 1-5
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Oral 1-5
	
	
	
	
	
	


Oral Assessment of Literature Circle Meeting

For occasional use by teacher, peers, and/or self

Name: ____________       Date: _________    Book: ___________________________

Assessment by:  _____________________________
	Reading Criteria
	0-5
	Comments &/or Goal for the future

	Finished reading & showed good understanding 


	
	

	Thoughtful skinny questions


	
	

	Thoughtful fat questions


	
	

	Powerful connection


	
	

	Vocabulary choices


	
	


	Speaking Criteria
	 0-5
	Comments &/or Goals for the future

	Expressed thoughts

Clearly, concisely, and politely, giving examples 
	
	

	Gave thoughtful answers, justifying opinion


	
	

	Stayed on topic


	
	

	Asked questions clearly


	
	


	Listening Criteria
	0-5
	Comments & Goal for the future

	Listened attentively and courteously


	
	

	Tried to understand and extend what others said


	
	


Test:  Literature Circle Book (optional assessment that I seldom use)

Your name: _______________

Book title: ___________________

Some of these questions may seem simple, but all of them require thoughtful answers.  You may finish this test at home if you wish.  You may also use more paper if you wish.

Describe the main setting(s) of the story (place and time).

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Describe the personality of one of the main characters.  Give at least 2 examples from the book.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What was the climax (most exciting part) of the story?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Tell about a time when a character had to make a tough decision.  What made the decision tough?  Do you think s/he made the best decision?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What are the reasons that you think this is or is not a good book?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Using Novels As A Springboard for Writing
Impromptu Writing or Communicating Ideas and Information: Reports 

(depending on the amount of time given & expectations for revisions)

1. Explain the relationship between two characters in the story.

2. Choose a character in the story and make a list of his/her good qualities and their weaknesses. Then give him/her a report card with effort marks, letter grades, and comments.

3. Write an article for the newspaper telling about something that one of the characters did.

4. Write a paragraph describing what the characters learned from their mistakes.

5. Describe the setting of the story, using descriptive words to paint a powerful picture.

6. Compare this book to another book you have read.

7. Write about a connection you made with the story (text-to-self, text-to-text, or text-to-world).

8. Write about a way you would have liked to make something better for one of the characters.

9. Write a diary entry from the perspective of one of the characters.

A. Communicating Ideas and Information: Letters
1. Write a letter to one of the characters in the book, giving advice.

2. Write a letter from one of the characters in the book, to address a problem. 

3. Pretend you are one of the characters.  Write a letter to someone describing where you live and asking them to come for a visit.  Tell him/her what interesting things there are to do.

4. Write a letter to the author or illustrator.

B. Communicating Ideas and Information: Instructions and Procedures
1. List the steps a character went through (or could go through) to solve a problem.

2. Make a set of instructions for a character, telling how s/he is expected to behave.

C. Poetry

1. Write a poem about a character in the story.

2. Write a poem about an event in the story.

3. Write a poem, describing the setting of the story.

Using Novels As A Base for Oral Language & Drama

1. With some classmates, act out a scene (1-3 minutes) in which a character had to make an important decision. 

2. With some classmates, act out a scene (1-3 minutes) in which some of the characters had strong feelings.

3. Create a TV commercial to sell this book.

4. Be an interviewer, asking questions of classmates who are pretending to be characters in the book.

5. Debate with a classmate the merits of different authors, justifying your opinion with examples.

6. Impersonate one of the characters and give your side of the story.

7. Give an oral book review.

Third Term Reading Assignment

Using books to enrich your understanding of a theme 

· Choose an interesting theme (see some suggestions below).  

· As you are reading, keep your eyes open for quotes, events, or images that develop your theme.  Write a note that you can stick or copy onto your poster including the title and what you want to say.  It will be helpful to include the page number too so you can find it again easily if you want to look at it again.

· Include examples from as many books as you can that you have read this year: ones we have read as a class, ones you read for literature circles, or ones that you read independently.

· Keep your notes in a baggie in your planner so you don’t lose them.

· Once you have examples from at least 3 books and a total of at least 8 examples altogether, decide how you want to complete the assignment, e.g. putting your notes onto poster-size paper or a mind-map, etc.

· Lay out your notes in an attractive way and add at least one illustration that you create yourself (not something off the computer).

After your poster is finished, write an explanation of how your understanding of the theme has been transformed by your reading.

Some ideas for themes: 

Doing what is right can be hard but worthwhile

Your opinion of people can change

Keeping your mind open can bring new discoveries

If you have courage you can overcome obstacles

People and experiences can transform your understanding

Making tough choices can make people stronger

One person can do so much

For novel resources (reading lists, questions & answers and chapter summaries) go to � HYPERLINK "http://www.pita.ca" ��www.pita.ca�.  From the resources tab, go to the novels section.  To conference with a child or to discuss a literature circle book, go into the alphabetized section and find questions & answers or chapter summaries.  This section is password-protected.  PITA members will be emailed the password and may email me to get the password if they forget it.   








Why use Literature Circles?


A. They meet all of the most critical factors in boosting reading comprehension:


Spending large amounts of time reading


Combining thinking and reading


Collaborative learning


Talking about their responses to reading


They get kids hooked on reading


They create a reading culture in the classroom


They develop community, self-direction, cooperation, social skills and thinking


They introduce children to authors and series which inspire them to read more independently which in turn develops fluency.








