


Literature Circles That 
Engage Middle and 

High School Students 

Victor J. Moeller and Marc V. Moeller 

I~ ~~o~~~;n~~~up 
LONDON AND NEW YORK 



First published 2007 by Eye On Education

Published 2013 by Routledge 
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxfordshire OX14 4RN

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor and Francis Group, an informa business

Copyright © 2007 Taylor & Francis.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or 
utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now 
known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any 
information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from 
the publishers.

Notices
No responsibility is assumed by the publisher for any injury and/or damage to
persons or property as a matter of products liability, negligence or otherwise,
or from any use of operation of any methods, products, instructions or ideas
contained in the material herein.

Practitioners and researchers must always rely on their own experience and
knowledge in evaluating and using any information, methods, compounds, or
experiments described herein. In using such information or methods they should
be mindful of their own safety and the safety of others, including parties for
whom they have a professional responsibility.

Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and
are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Moeller, Victor J., 1937-
	 Literature circles that engage middle and high school students / Victor J.
Moeller and Marc V. Moeller.

p.cm.
	 Includes bibliographical references.

ISBN 978-1-59667-062-4 (pbk)

1. Group reading--United States. 2. Book clubs (Discussion
groups)--United States. 3. Literature--Study and teaching (Middle
school)--United States. 4. Literature--Study and teaching
(Secondary)--United States. 5. Student-centered learning--United States.
I. Moeller, Marc V., 1970- II. Title.
	 LC6631.M64 2007
	 428.4071’2--dc22

2007019395

First issued in hardback 2015

ISBN 978-1-138-13777-6 (hbk)

Publisher's Note
The publisher has gone to great lengths to ensure the quality of this book but 
points out that some imperfections from the original may be apparent.



Also Available from EYE ON EDUCATION 

Socratic Seminars and Literature Circles 
for Middle and High School English 

Victor and Marc Moeller 

Active Literacy Across the Curriculum: 
Strategies for Reading, Writing, Speaking, and Listening 

Heidi Hayes Jacobs 

But I'm Not a Reading Teacher: 
Strategies for Literacy Instruction in the Content Areas 

Amy Benjamin 

Writing in the Content Areas, 2nd Edition 
Amy Benjamin 

Writing Put to the Test: 
Teaching for the High-Stakes Essay 

Amy Benjamin 

Classroom Motivation From A to Z: 
How to Engage Your Students in Learning 

Barbara Blackburn 

Classroom Instruction From A to Z: 
How to Promote Student Learning 

Barbara Blackburn 

Differentiated Instruction: 
A Guide for Middle and High School Teachers 

Amy Benjamin 

Handbook on Differentiated Instruction for Middle and High Schools 
Sheryn Spencer Northey 

Reading, Writing and Gender: 
Instructional Strategies and Activities That Work for Girls and Boys 

Gail Goldberg and Barbara Roswell 

What Great Teachers Do Differently: 
14 Things that Matter Most 

Todd Whitaker 



Page Intentionally Left Blank



MEET THE AUTHORS 

Victor J. Moeller has taught college rhetoric, English literature, American litera-
ture, and world literature in private and public high schools and colleges. He was an 
in-service field instructor for the Great Books Foundation, Chicago, IL for 14 years. 
In 1975, he became area director of professional development for Minnesota. During 
his years with the Chicago Foundation, he has conducted the Great Books Basic and 
Advanced Leader Training Course in 36 states. He has master degrees in English and 
education. Victor Moeller currently teaches at McHenry County College, Crystal 
Lake, Illinois, and may be reached at his Web site victormoeller.com or bye-mail at 
victormoeller@comcast.net. Since 2000, he has also been a reader of the Advanced 
Placement English Literature and Language Exam and consultant for the College 
Board. He has written several books on active learning, discussion, and the Socratic 
method: English Teacher's Guide to Active Learning (HS & MS), Socratic Seminars and 
Literature Circles (HS & MS), Literature Circles That Engage Middle & High School 
Students, AP Great Book Seminars and Film: Ten Themes (HS & College), AP Shakespeare 
Seminars and Film: Five Tragedies & Five Comedies and College Rhetoric: What Every Stu-
dent Should Know. 

Marc V. Moeller has taught courses in high schools and middle schools rang-
ing from AP English (rhetoric and English literature) to English as a second lan-
guage. His master's degree in education is from National Louis University of 
Chicago. He readily admits that the greatest influence on his teaching career has 
been Victor Moeller, his father and mentor. Marc Moeller currently teaches English 
at Prairie Middle School in Barrington, Illinois and may be reached bye-mail at 
marcanna@chicago.avenew.com. 



ACKNOWLEDCMENTS 

Harvey Daniels deserves enormous credit for developing and spreading litera-
ture circles as a most effective method of getting kids hooked on books. We have 
relied largely on his two seminal books: Literature Circles: Voice and Choice in the Stu-
dent-Centered Classroom (1994) and its sequel, Literature Circles: Voice and Choice in Book 
Clubs and Reading Groups (2002). 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Preface ............................................................. . 

1 The What, Why, and How of Literature Circles ....................... . 
Twelve Principles and Role Sheets-Lesson Plan 1 ...................... . 
Three Kinds of Questions-Lesson Plan 2 ............................. . 
Qualities of Good Questions and Basic Questions-Lesson Plan 3 ........ . 

2 Literature Circles-Then (1993) and Now (2007): A Critique ........... . 
A Revision of the Twelve Principles .................................. . 

3 Techniques of Active and Close Reading ............................. . 
Robert Frost, "The Road Not Taken" ................................. . 

4 Who Are Your Real Friends? ........................................ . 
Kate DiCamillo, Because of Winn-Dixie-Lesson Plan 4 ................... . 
Jay Neugeboren, "Luther"-Lesson Plan 5 ............................ . 
Nonfiction Related Readings: Emerson, "On Friendship" and 
Daniel Pipes, "Black Muslims Inside the U.s." ......................... . 

5 When Do You Need Family Most? .................................. . 
John Updike, "Separating"-Lesson Plan 6 ............................ . 
Lorraine Hansberry, A Raisin in the Sun-Lesson Plan 7 ................. . 
Nonfiction Related Readings: Margaret Burr, "Does Love Change?" 
and Donnellda Rice, "Racial Covenants" ............................. . 

6 How Important Is a Brother, a Sister, or a Girlfriend in Your Life? ...... . 
Carson McCullers, "Sucker"-Lesson Plan 8 ........................... . 
Jean Stafford,"Bad Characters"-Lesson Plan 9 ......................... . 
William Faulkner, "Two Soldiers"-Lesson Plan 10 ...................... . 
Leo Tolstoy, "Two Brothers"-Lesson Plan 11 ........................... . 
Nonfiction Related Readings: Lori-Ann, "The Futility of 
High School Romance," "Why Do People Shoplift?" "What Is 
P . . 7" d C .. "0 H . " atnotIsm. an arattIm, n appmess ........................... . 

7 How Do True Leaders Inspire Followers and False Leaders 

1 
8 

15 
21 

29 
30 

33 
37 

42 
44 
53 

63 

64 
66 
73 

88 

89 
91 

101 
111 
122 

132 

Deceive Theirs? ................................................... 133 
George Orwell, Animal Farm-Lesson Plan 12 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 135 

VII 



C.S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe-Lesson Plan 13 . . . . . . . . . .. 150 
Nonfiction Related Readings: I~n Allegory of Communism," 
and Moeller, "Is AsIan a Christ Figure?" ............................... 165 

8 Is Technology as Much a Blessing as a Curse? ....... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 168 
Ray Bradbury, "The Veldt"-Lesson Plan 14 ............................ 171 
Isaac Asimov, I Robot: "Robbie"-Lesson Plan 15 ......................... 181 
Nonfiction Related Readings: Three Essays on Sputnik. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 192 

Source Texts and Related Readings ..................................... 195 



PREFACE 

"Learning is not a spectator sport. " 

• Teachers talk too much. 

• Telling a student to think is like telling a student to fly. 

• There can be no learning without discipline. 

• The school that fails to teach thinking fails in everything. 

• The student, not the teacher, is the primary agent of learning. 

• Nothing is more daunting for a teacher than to get a student to think. 

• Teaching is not chiefly about passing out information. 

• The best kind of discipline is to engage students in engrossing activities. 

• If thinking were easy, there would be more of it. 

• The role of the teacher is to uncover the question that an answer hides. 

• Thoughtful teachers create thoughtful students. 

• Thinking is a skill that has to be practiced daily like playing the piano. 

• Authentic learning begins when students are challenged with real ques-
tions-problems about meaning that demand solutions. 

• Students asking students real questions leads to life-long learning. 

Dear Colleague, 
If you agree with most, or at least some of these statements, you have 

found kindred spirits. As we shake your hand and get a chair for you, let us 
explain briefly how this book will help you become a better teacher. Every-
thing in this book is based on the assumption that students, not teachers, are 
the primary agents in learning. The corollary is that authentic learning is active 
learning. The consequence is that students become responsible for their own 
learning. 

This book introduces you to a method-student-centered, collaborative 
learning-Literature Circles. Like their predecessor and complement, Great 
Book Groups, they have common, immediate goals of developing indepen-
dent, reflective, and critical thinking and increasing student understanding 
and enjoyment of literature. Both methods also share the ultimate goal of 

ix 
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enabling students to become life-long readers, and as a result, life-long learn-
ers. 

The readings in this book are grouped around five themes or basic ques-
tions: (I) Who are your real friends? (DiCamillo, Winn-Dixie, and Neugeboren, 
"Luther"). (2) When do you need family most? (Updike, "Separating" and 
Hansberry, A Raisin in the Sun). (3) How important is a brother, a sister, or a 
girlfriend in your life? (Carson McCullers, "Sucker," Jean Stafford, "Bad Char-
acters," William Faulkner, "Two Soldiers," and Leo Tolstoy, "Two Brothers." (4) 
How do true leaders inspire followers while false leaders deceive theirs? 
(Orwell, Animal Farm and C. S. Lewis, The Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe), 
and (5) Is technology as much a curse as a blessing? (Asimov, Robbie and Brad-
bury, "The Veldt"). 

Finally, whenever available, we use film versions of novels, stories, and 
above all plays, to make them more accessible to today's students who are so 
visually conditioned. Since a film is itself the interpretation of the screen writer, 
this book explains how to bring some of these stories to life through compari-
son-contrast discussion and writing. Together, may we continue to help our 
students educate their imaginations. Through active and close reading, and 
viewing film with a critical mind, may we also enable them to become life-long 
learners. 

Sincerely, 

Victor and Marc Moeller 



1 

THE WHAT, WHY, 
AND How OF 

LITERATURE CIRCLES 

"Here in the Midwest, our closely knit team of teachers has been devel-
oping one version of literature circles for almost fifteen years .... Do we 
think our model is better? Certainly not. We are genuinely impressed by 
the diverse ways that other teachers around the country have created 
and supported literature discussion groups." (Daniels, 2002) 

The first time I saw Harvey Daniels speak was in a large conference room 
in Wheaton, Illinois. His discussion centered of the nature of reading and how 
it should develop a sense of the human condition. The teachers I remember 
most are those who had the ability and courage to tap into the things that 
really move us: love, relationships, fears, pain, hopes, and dreams. Some teach-
ers, perhaps subconsciously, seem to have been taught to restrict, ignore, or 
dismiss, the human element in their classrooms. I agree strongly with Daniels's 
position on the relationship between reading and the human spirit, "We've 
asked kids to bottle up their responses, and in doing so we have blocked the 
pathway that leads upward from responding to analyzing and evaluating" 
(Daniels, 1994, p. 9). With mock humor and irony, Daniels correctly pointed 
out that presently, "traditional school reading programs are virtually designed 
to ensure that kids never voluntarily pick up a book once they graduate" 
(p.l1.) 

My father and I regard ourselves among those teachers who have followed 
the 12 principles of Literature Circles for several years but have made their 
own refinements and innovations. Literature Circles and Great Book Groups 
have so much in common that some teachers regard them as a prelude to 
Great Book Groups while others see them as complementary and still others 
regard them as an alternative method of engaging all students, whatever their 
ability, in authentic, active learning. However, all teachers agree that both 
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methods, although distinctly different, have common immediate goals: to 
develop independent and critical thinking and to increase student under-
standing and enjoyment of literature. Both methods also share the goal of 
enabling students to become lifelong readers, and as a result, lifelong learners. 

TwELVE PRINCIPLES 

Two key concepts associated with Literature Circles are independent read-
ing and collaborative learning which were first developed by Becky Abraham 
Searle. Today, her idea like Harvey Daniels's, is being developed and adapted 
with great enthusiasm throughout the country. So what are the characteristics 
of a Literature Circle? Here is our version of the Twelve Principles that deter-
mine and guide these small-group discussions. 

• First, students choose their own reading. 
• Second, small, temporary groups (six to eight students) are formed 

based on book choice. 
• Third, different groups read different books. 
• Fourth, groups meet for discussion on a regular, predictable schedule. 
• Fifth, group members use written notes to guide both their reading and 

discussion. 
• Sixth, discussion questions come from the students, not teachers or text-

books. 
• Seventh, group meetings strive to become open, natural conversations 

about books. 
• Eighth, students take on a rotating assortment of role tasks. 
• Ninth, the teacher does not lead or participate in group discussions, but 

acts as a facilitator and observer. 
• Tenth, evaluation is by teacher observation and student self-evaluation. 
• Eleventh, a spirit of fun about reading pervades the room. 
• Twelfth, when books are finished, readers share with their classmates 

and then new groups form around new reading choices. 

Several of these principles need some elaboration. On the first principle of 
letting children choose their own reading, some veteran English teachers may 
gasp. However, I am not old enough to gasp but agree with Daniels's conten-
tion that "you absolutely can not fall in love with a book that someone stuffs 
down your throat" (Daniels, 1994, p. 19). In my classroom, students are 
allowed to choose from the books that we have available or are easily obtain-
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able and meet in groups of six to eight with those who have chosen the same 
book. 

The second principle, that groups form around book choice, is also vital. I 
want to group kids the way they would naturally group themselves--out of a 
common interest. I also realize that I may start off the class with every student 
picking one book to read for themselves on their own with a regularly sched-
uled Friday for sustained silent reading, just to get them into the mode of read-
ing for pleasure on their own. Later, I get kids into Literature Circles with a 
limited list of books from which they can choose and want to read in a group 
setting. While there is an initial challenge in letting kids choosing their own 
books and groups, this difficulty can soon be overcome by trial-and-error and 
common sense. 

The third principle, allowing kids to choose their books is important for 
two reasons: it gives them the opportunity to assign reading to themselves as 
adults do. By giving students the opportunity and practice of setting up their 
own readings they take ownership. With practice and repetition it may con-
tinue even after they leave school. Second, choice is an integral part of literate 
behavior. Being forced to read too often results in not reading at all-even 
when one has the freedom to do so. On occasion, the entire class may read and 
discuss the same book, short story, or play. In this situation, the class is divided 
into three or four groups of six to eight students. 

The fourth principle is to have discussions on a regular predictable sched-
ule. As Daniels states, "literature circles require a consistent down payment of 
time for training, but once they are installed in your portfolio of strategies, 
they pay big dividends in the reading program all year long" (p. 21). At times, 
my students meet in Literature Circles weekly, biweekly, or monthly. 

The fifth principle that kids use written notes to guide both their reading 
and discussion is essential for the success of the program. By using role sheets 
(explanation to follow), students have time to respond to the reading before 
discussion to be able to bring something specific to discussion. Instead of hav-
ing students fill in correct phrases or answers in workbooks, Literature Circles 
allow students to reflect and write down their responses before discussion. In 
this way they become genuinely active readers. In addition to preparing stu-
dents for discussion, notes gathered from these role-playing sheets also serve 
as a staging area of ideas in the book that can be used by the group for a 
follow-up project that summarizes main ideas and themes in creative ways: 
book review, advertising posters, a "missing chapter," or converting parts into 
readers theater. As a result, students often interest other students in their book. 

Principle six that discussion questions come from the students, not teachers 
or textbooks is the life-blood of this method of learning. Indeed, this may be 
the most important feature of all: '1\fter all, if kids never practice digging the 
big ideas out of texts themselves and always have teachers doing it for them, 
how can they ever achieve literary and intellectual independence?" (p. 23). 
This condition should not be confused with permissiveness or letting kids do 
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whatever they want. When kids are given the opportunity and the challenge 
(thinking is difficult) to ask what is really bothering them, they begin to ask real 
questions-those that they have no answer to at all or those that evoke several 
answers but none of which entirely satisfy. Only real questions lead to an 
increase in understanding and comprehension. Can we expect students to 
write good prepared questions spontaneously? Not in our experience. Indeed, 
some teachers have given up on Literature Circles because their students keep 
writing factual, trivial, incoherent, or generic questions. (Are they not but imi-
tating the kinds of questions that have been so familiar to them in so much 
previous reading instruction?) 

To ensure productive discussions, teachers must teach mini-lessons on: 
(1) The difference between factual, interpretive, and evaluation questions. 
(2) How to formulate good, prepared questions during prediscussion that are 
clear, specific, and capable of sustained discussion because they have multiple impli-
cations. (3) How to ask good, spontaneous, follow-up questions for clarification 
("Roger, what did you mean by __ ?), substantiation, ("Jennifer, what in the 
story backs up your idea?"), and more opinion ("Mary, do you agree with John 
that __ ?). Hence, the coleaders role is to begin discussion with prepared 
questions and then to develop answers by asking spontaneous follow-ups to 
move discussion along and to keep it focused on the story. 

Principle seven, that discussions strive to be open, natural conversations 
about books, does not mean put-downs, petty comments, bickering or inten-
tional digressions are acceptable. Student coleaders must be taught to deal 
with rude behavior and to avoid digressions to keep the focus on the book or 
story. After all, the purpose of discussion, as in Great Book Groups, is to 
increase understanding and enjoyment of the reading. 

Principle eight, that students playa rotating assortment of role tasks pro-
vides the structure for students to be free to examine their own responses. 
Since a goal of this kind of discussion is to develop individual responsibility, 
students must clearly understand the varied roles or tasks that they will 
assume. These roles should be structured enough so the student is aware of 
what he or she is to be doing but not so structured as to have a specific out-
come in mind. Open-endedness is crucial for lasting results. Daniels stresses 
that the roles rotate so each student has an opportunity to approach the books 
from different angles giving them chances to internalize the various perspec-
tives offered by each role. Incidentally, he also advises that once all the stu-
dents virtually have all of the different roles mastered or memorized that they 
be phased out and lead into using solely their personal response logs (p. 25.) 
However, the coleaders' role to prepare and lead good interpretive questions 
cannot be phased out. 

Principle nine, that the teacher serves as a "facilitator and observer," sounds 
like a cliche but not for Daniels. In this setting, the teacher's role is not didactic, 
to dispense the" correct" interpretation or to correct answers, but to organize, 
manage, and to handle the logistics. This involves collecting sets of good 
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books, helping groups form, visiting and observing meetings, conferring with 
kids or groups who struggle, orchestrating sharing sessions, keeping records, 
making assessment notes, and collecting more books for them to read (p. 26.) 

Principle ten, evaluation both by teacher observation and student self-eval-
uation, implies that" covering material," teaching specific" subskills," or "being 
sure that they get it" (that is, the "correct" interpretation) are all beside the 
point. According to Daniels, "Literature circles necessitate high order assess-
ment of kids working at the whole thing, the complete, put-together out-
come-which, in this case, is joining in a thoughtful small-group conversation 
about literature" (p. 27). Here authentic assessment by the teacher is through 
postdiscussion critiques (when the teacher points out what was done well and 
why and what needs improvement and how to do it), kid watching, narrative 
observational logs, performance assessment, checklists, student conferences, 
group interviews, video/audio taping and collecting materials produced in the 
end of the book group project. Equally important, students are responsible for 
writing a personal assessment of their own role(s) in the group, record keeping 
and written summaries and/or resolutions to the discussion questions in brief 
one-page essays. 

Principle eleven, that a spirit of playfulness and fun pervade the room, 
may be a red flag to some principals but not to me. I know the things I learned 
the most from were almost universally the most fun. In my seventh grade 
social studies class I was very much involved in the various projects and com-
petitions that made learning fun. In these literature circles I want to create a 
sense that what they are doing is enjoyable. The fun parts are there. They get 
to choose the books, thereby choosing the groups. They get to choose roles 
that are varied and temporary. They get to talk with their friends about what 
they are reading. They get to design their own" cool" end of the book project 
that makes the book come alive for them. And then they get to change the 
book and start all over again. 

The twelfth principle bears repeating. New groups form around new read-
ing material. There will be a constant mixing in the classroom with different 
combinations of children being thrown together with each new book choice. 
This, in effect, may break up groups that have become quite comfortable with 
each other but I think it is in the best interest of the class to shuffle the groups 
for developing important social skills and ultimately building a sense of com-
munity. Although some hail Literature Circles as a means of detracking, our 
experience has been that ability grouping is as acceptable as heterogeneous 
grouping. The issue ought not be that one kind of grouping is better than 
another but rather accepting that some students function better in one kind of 
group than another depending on that group's choice of book. For example, some 
students can handle the subtleties of a story like John Updike's "Separating," 
while others would be mystified. On the other hand, some students may find a 
story like Because of Winn-Dixie not much of a challenge because its meaning is 
pretty transparent. But what can be done when students choose a book that is 



6 LITERATURE CIRCLES THAT ENGAGE MIDDLE AND HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS 

too hard or too easy for them? Daniels has two suggestions: the teacher has a 
private reading conference with the student to select another book or to pro-
vide the help (an aide, peer helper, or parent to read parts aloud or even get-
ting the book on tape if possible) necessary for the student to achieve enough 
understanding to be able to function in his or her group (p. 183). 

THE FUNCTION OF ROLE SHEETS IN DISCUSSION 

For many teachers who have implemented Literature Circles, five key roles 
are required for success: Discussion Coleaders, Characters Captain, Passage 
Master, Wordsmith, and a Connector. The Movie Critic's role is optional, of 
course, depending on the availability of a film version of the story and teacher 
choice. To illustrate the importance and function of the first five roles, I spend 2 
days modeling each task on a short selection (for example, Robert Frost's "The 
Road Not Taken" or a superb one-page story by William Spencer, "Bethgelert") 
that the entire class reads to make sure students understand what they will be 
asked to do in their own groups (pp. 153-157). 

The job of the Discussion Coleaders is to develop a list of 10 questions for 
group discussion about the section of the book that has been read prior to their 
meeting. It is vital that the teacher explains, illustrates, and tests student's 
understanding about the difference between the three kinds of questions: fac-
tual, interpretive, and evaluation. Unless the Discussion Coleaders under-
standing that they are being asked to write and lead interpretive questions, 
there can be no increase in understanding of the reading. Discussion dead-ends 
when factual questions are raised since they have but one correct answer. 
Questions of evaluation, those based on personal experience or values, are 
raised by The Connector, not the Discussion Coleaders. 

We have also discovered that coleaders are preferable to a single leader 
because two students provide more brain power to write good prepared ques-
tions, more listening power to ask related spontaneous follow-ups, and more 
attention power to invite everyone to participate (more or less equally) by call-
ing on them by name and by keeping track on a seating chart. Most impor-
tantly, coleaders ask only questions during discussion. They do not comment on or 
judge group responses to avoid turning discussion into an argument or a 
debate. 

The Characters Captain lists the major characters in the story, gives a brief 
description of each one's personality, and explains his or her relationship to the other 
characters in the story. 

The job of the Passage Master is to locate two or three key passages of the 
text that the person thinks the group would like to hear read aloud. The idea 
here is to help people remember some interesting, powerful, funny, puzzling 
or important section or sections of the text. The Passage Master's role also 
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involves reading the passage aloud to the group, explaining why it was cho-
sen, and what the group should look for related to it as the reading progresses 
(p.78.) 

Each group should also have a Wordsmith who selects in advance several 
especially important words that appeared in the reading. These words may be 
puzzling or unfamiliar, or familiar words that stand out because they are often 
repeated, used in an unusual way, or are key to the meaning of the text. For 
example, in Jack Schaefer's classic Western, Shane, the word "man" appears 122 
times. In nearly every context, it means more than male. 

The Connector's role is to find connections between the book the group is 
reading and the world outside. This means connecting the reading to their 
own lives, to happenings at school or in the community, to similar events at 
other times and places, or to other people or problems that the connector is 
reminded of (p. 80). 

Finally, The Movie Critic's (sometime) role is to develop a list of at least five 
important differences between the movie and the original story. The discus-
sion here focuses on whether these changes improve or distort the author's 
story. In short, would the author agree with these changes? If so, why so? If 
not, why not? 

For teachers who first introduce their students to Literature Circles, a com-
mon concern is logistical. For example, a local middle school teacher has writ-
ten: "If I do writers workshop 4 days a week and literary circles every Friday 
I'm concerned students may be too rushed, or there may be too much time in 
between group meetings. As a result, at the outset I will allow more time for 
training and practice until I'm certain they have the hang of it. Once the roles 
are familiar and established, I think I can turn them over to developing read-
ing schedules that have them reading 4 days out of 5 and meeting with lots to 
talk about on that Friday regarding their books. My final logistical concern is 
the garnering of the books to be used for this project. I have a good number of 
books at my disposal, however, I am sure I do not have enough. I think possi-
bly I can get parents to subsidize the cost of books if they could contribute a 
few dollars for them. Also the PTA is very active and generous in the school 
and perhaps they would be willing to contribute funds for book purchases. I 
will see how that all goes as the year progresses." 
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1. Focus: 

2. Objective: 

3. Purpose: 

4. Input and 
Modeling: 

LITERATURE CIRCLES THAT ENGAGE MIDDLE AND HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS 

PREPARING STUDENTS TO 
PARTICIPATE IN LITERATURE CIRCLES: 

SIX ROLE SHEETS 

LESSON PLAN 1 

When was the last time you discussed, really discussed, 
a book or movie with a friend? Why did you want to 
talk to someone about that book or movie? (Journal or 
Response Log) 

To understand the nature and requirements of six roles 
that participants share in small-group discussions. 

To prepare students for six different role tasks that they 
will be asked to perform at different moments during 
discussion when they gather for a scheduled group 
meeting. 

First reading (oral): "The Fox and the Crow" Then 
(Aesop) and Now (James Thurber, Fables for Our Time). 

Second reading (silent): students make notations on 
whatever is important, whatever they don't under-
stand, whatever they like or dislike, agree or disagree 
with, and on whatever is related-one part of the story 
to another (connections). 

5. Checking for 
Understanding: 

Review directions on each of the six handouts: Charac-
ters Master, Discussion Coleaders, Passage Master, 
WordSmith, Connector, and Movie Critic (when 
needed). 

6. Guided 
Practice: 

7. Closure: 

Divide the class into six small groups and assign each 
group one of the six tasks. 

Review each group's work on each of the six roles. Extol 
good models and make suggestions for those that need 
improvement. 
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HANDOUTS FOR LITERATURE CIRCLES: 
ROLE SHEETS 

1. Characters Captain: lists the major characters in the story, gives a brief 
description of his or her personality, and explains his or her relation-
ship to the other characters in the story. 

2. Discussion Coleaders: prepares at least five interpretive questions 
before discussion and asks spontaneous follow-up questions during 
discussion. The leader also invites each member of the group to con-
tribute what he or she has prepared (passages, vocabulary, and connec-
tions). 

3. Passage Master: selects and reads aloud two or three key passages from 
the assigned reading, explains why that passage was chosen and then 
raises questions about them (textual analysis). 

4. Wordsmith: selects at least five important or unusual vocabulary words 
and brings them up during discussion when related. 

5. Connector: prepares at least four questions of evaluation-two based 
on personal experience and two based on personal values. 

6. The Movie Critic's role (when a film version is used to follow-up the 
discussion of a text) is to develop a list of at least five important differ-
ences between the movie and the original story. 



10 LITERATURE CIRCLES THAT ENGAGE MIDDLE AND HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS 

DISCUSSION COLEADERS 
HANDOUT 

Name Date -------------------------------- ------------------Group Class ________________ _ 
Author _________ Book/Story ____________ __ 

Discussion Coleader: Your job before meeting with your group is to prepare a 
list of 10 good interpretive questions for discussion. (The best questions usually 
come from your own thoughts, feelings, and concerns as you read the story. 
Whenever possible, add a page reference that made you think of each ques-
tion.) Your task during discussion is to help your group reflect on, share, and 
develop its own responses to the reading. You do this during discussion by 
asking good spontaneous follow-up questions for clarification, substantiation, 
and for more opinion. During discussion you should also invite each member 
to contribute the part that he or she has prepared for discussion: important 
passages, vocabulary, and connections. 

Ten prepared interpretive questions for discussion: 

l. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 


