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What are literature circles?
The use of literature circles has been defined as a 
“strategy for,” an “approach to,” and a “method of” 
teaching literature. Regardless of the terms used, 
literature circles, quite simply, are small groups of 
students who read the same book and gather on a 
regular basis to discuss their reading. The purpose 
of literature circles, then, is to have students discuss, 
respond to, and think about real literature. Even  
emerging readers can participate in and benefit from 
literature circles in the classroom. Literature circles expose 
developing readers to many critical reading strategies and 
behaviors, such as responding to and interacting with text, finding 
the main idea, working with vocabulary, developing opinions about literature, sharing reactions, and 
generating and answering literature-based comprehension questions. Literature circle activities often 
require higher-order thinking, a critical component of being a successful reader. Many teachers tend to 
wait until students are older, or “more ready,” to introduce cooperative activities like literature circles. 
However, young students develop and grow as readers because of exposure to such activities.

Literature circles can be incorporated into an existing primary reading program with minimal effort 
and maximum benefits. Your job is to set up the classroom literature circle systems and to ensure 
that students are discussing the story and thinking about the literature. You will be surprised at 
how natural this is for young children! Emerging and developing readers instinctively want to share, 
discuss, and talk about the stories they read. The great thing about literature circles is that although 
you still direct students and keep them focused so that they end up right where you want them, it is 
the students who do the thinking, writing and drawing, discussing, debating, and sharing. This book 
demonstrates how to be a guide and facilitator as young students develop their reading responses, 
learn to make connections with text, form opinions, and realize the impact literature can have. It 
also details the procedure for introducing and implementing a literature circle system in kindergarten 
through second-grade classrooms, provides reproducible student role forms for literature circle 
activities, and offers strategies and additional reproducibles for specific situations. 

This Chapter
 Includes:

• a description of the literature 
circle method

• an introduction to the roles
• a description and scenario of 

a literature circle classroom
• information about why the 

use of literature circles is an 
effective way for very young 
students to study literature

Literature Circles
What are they and why should teachers use them?
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Who can use literature circles?
Literature circles have traditionally been used in intermediate classrooms because older students 
are more independent. It is a myth, however, that literature circles do not work in primary-level 
classrooms. Quite the contrary! It is often said that young children are like sponges—they absorb 
everything to which they are exposed. Primary literature circles are no exception. In addition, they are 
simple to implement and amazingly effective. Emerging readers will also benefit greatly from being in 
cooperative groups that discuss literature because in later grades, when this is a much more common 
practice, they will already have had years of experience. 

Although many school-age children are already familiar with the concept of working in a group 
from the “circle time” structure used in preschool, it does take longer to “train” kindergartners to 
do literature circles than second graders. Children do not instinctively know and understand that 
literature can make them think and feel things, or that good readers develop questions and ideas while 
reading. They do not know many of the strategies that proficient readers naturally use while reading to 
make the experience more rewarding and to help them understand the text. Literature circles expose 
young children to the strategies and behaviors that they need for future educational success. With 
practice, developing readers can respond independently to literature and can even interact to share or 
debate their opinions. 

What are the major components of literature circles?
The major components of literature circles are books, role forms, and students. Literature circle 
discussions are based on in-class readings of the selected books. Each student is assigned a role form 
to complete after the day’s reading. The student then uses the completed form as a guide during the 
after-reading discussion. Many of these role forms help students think about and discuss critical 
literary elements, such as characters, plot, and vocabulary. The forms can also be used to assess 
reading comprehension. 

This book includes two types of role forms. The first type is labeled as Level 1–Basic. These forms 
cover simple but critical skills for beginning readers and are appropriate for students in kindergarten 
through first grade, prewriters, and ESL students. The second type of role form is labeled Level 
2–Traditional, and it requires students to evaluate or respond on a higher level. These forms are 
appropriate for second graders and for any younger students who can complete basic writing and 
critical thinking tasks. Level 2 forms are more similar to the traditional literature circle role forms 
used with older students. Select the particular forms that match your students’ levels. The important 
thing is that role forms require each student to respond to the story in some way and then share that 
response in his group.
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What are the student roles covered in this book?
Level 1–Basic: 
• My Favorite Part (page 17)—The student draws and writes about his favorite part of the story.
• I Want to Share (page 18)—The student draws a picture and writes about one thing from the story 

that she wants to share.
• Reader’s Journal Response (page 19)—On a journal page, the student responds to the story using 

drawings and/or writing.
• Liked/Did Not Like (page 20)—The student uses pictures and/or words to complete a chart telling 

what he did and did not like about the story.
• New Book Cover (page 21)—The student creates a new book cover for the story.
• The Story Made Me Feel . . . (page 22)—The student completes a chart about how the story made 

her feel.
• Book Review (page 23)—The student writes a book review to recommend it (or not) to a friend.
• My Opinion (page 24)—The student uses a variety of adjectives to describe and explain his opinion of 

the book.

Level 2–Traditional:
• Story Summarizer (pages 25-28)—The student summarizes the day’s reading and reviews the 

summary during the group discussion.
• Question Creator (pages 29-32)—The student creates questions and answers for the group to 

discuss.
• Imaginative Illustrator (pages 33-36)—The student selects part of the story to illustrate and shares 

the illustration with the group.
• Word Watcher (pages 37-40)—The student defines story vocabulary to discuss with the group.
• Bridge Builder (pages 41-43)—The student makes personal connections between the story and his 

own life.

There are a variety of forms for each role in the Level 2 section. For example, there are four different 
Story Summarizer forms. The forms for each role vary in difficulty; they are ordered from easiest to 
most difficult. Select the form for each role that best suits students’ needs and abilities. 

Additionally, there are two levels of Circle Supervisor role forms (pages 44-45). The Circle Supervisor’s 
job is to guide the group throughout the literature circle discussion and ensure that the group work 
runs smoothly. One form is more advanced than the other. As with the other forms, select the Circle 
Supervisor form that best suits that student’s abilities and needs.
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What does a literature circles classroom look like?
Until you see literature circles in action, it can be difficult to understand how the components come 
together. This section will help you “get it.” There are three chunks of time spent during a session: 
reading and role form completion time, group discussion time, and whole-class discussion time. 
Following are two descriptions of what the process looks like when students know the system. The first 
scenario describes a kindergarten classroom with emerging readers. The second scenario depicts a 
second-grade classroom with developing and advanced readers.

Scenario #1:
The kindergarten students in Mrs. Aguerre’s classroom have been using The Very Hungry Caterpillar by 
Eric Carle (Philomel Books, 1994) for literature circle activities. Mrs. Aguerre announces, “Today we will 
do literature circles with The Very Hungry Caterpillar.” She reminds students to sit in their literature 
circle groups. Because it is still early in the school year and many of Mrs. Aguerre’s students are emerging 
readers, she is using role forms from the Level 1–Basic section. Mrs. Aguerre has introduced new forms 
as students progress and develop. At this point, students are familiar with four of the forms: My Favorite 
Part, I Want To Share, Reader’s Journal Response, and Liked/Did Not Like. Therefore, students in each 
group have four different role forms to share. Mrs. Aguerre refers to the literature circle pocket chart, 
which has pockets labeled with these role names. Students’ names are on index cards that rotate from 
pocket to pocket. After answering questions and ensuring that each student knows his role for the day, 
Mrs. Aguerre rereads The Very Hungry Caterpillar. Since students have been working with the story for a 
few days, they know the text and are prepared to do literature circles with it.

After hearing the story read aloud, students begin to independently work on their assigned role forms. 
Mrs. Aguerre moves around the room, stopping occasionally to help a student answer a question, 
prompt another to work more quickly, or remind someone else to slow down and check her work. After 
a few minutes, Mrs. Aguerre tells the class that role form completion time is almost up, so students 
should complete their forms quickly.

When she calls students together for group sharing time, students put down their pencils and crayons 
and look to the other group members. Each group’s Circle Supervisor leads group members in taking 
turns to share their role forms. During the discussion, Mrs. Aguerre circulates through the classroom 
and joins different groups. She sees one group listening intently as one of their members, Lance, shares 
what he liked and did not like about the story. A minor debate ensues as two group members disagree 
with his choices. Mrs. Aguerre reminds the group to use positive language. She prompts Stephanie, 
a group member, to say, “I don’t agree with you because I think . . .” instead of, “That’s wrong!” Mrs. 
Aguerre joins another group in which students are sharing their favorite parts of the story.

After several minutes, Mrs. Aguerre calls time, and students return to the whole-class setting. A few 
students share their thoughts about the day’s literature circles. Mrs. Aguerre holds a question-and-answer 
session to clear up any confusion, shares positive observations, and gives suggestions for next time. 
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Scenario #2:
The second-grade students in Mr. Armstrong’s classroom have been reading the novel Freckle Juice  
by Judy Blume (Yearling, 1978). Mr. Armstrong announces, “Today we will be doing literature circles 
with the second chapter.” Because Mr. Armstrong’s students have been participating in literature 
circles for some time and many of them are reading at or above grade level, he has been using the five 
Level 2–Traditional role forms. To ensure that students know their literature circle roles for the day, 
he refers to the literature circle pocket chart, which has pockets labeled with the names of the roles. 
Students’ names are on index cards that rotate from pocket to pocket. 

After answering questions, Mr. Armstrong sits at his desk and silently reads the day’s chapter while 
students independently do the same. (Mr. Armstrong usually reads the entire book before starting the 
unit, then reads a second time along with students in order to model reading for them.)

After a reasonable amount of time, Mr. Armstrong tells students that they should be finishing their 
reading and beginning to work on their role forms. Students who are working too slowly or too quickly 
adjust their pace. Mr. Armstrong circulates, pausing occasionally to help a student, as some students 
finish their role forms and take their pencils, completed role forms, and books to their meeting 
locations. (For other activities these “early birds” can do, see pages 73–74.) Their movement prompts 
students who are still working to finish their role forms and meet the group members who are waiting 
to begin the discussion. 

When all groups are assembled, each group’s Circle Supervisor, whose responsibility it is to keep 
order, leads group members as they take turns reviewing and discussing the role forms. Since the real 
purpose of the role forms is to spark discussions and debates about the literature, many students are 
actively participating without referring to their forms. Fortunately, the Circle Supervisors’ jobs are 
minimal since students are experienced in literature circles and advancing nicely.

During the discussion, Mr. Armstrong walks around and joins different groups. He sees one group 
flipping through their books looking for a particular scene and debating about why a character did 
something. Half of the group members disagree with the others about the cause of the character’s 
actions. The Circle Supervisor reminds her classmates to take turns while they attempt to convince 
each other. Mr. Armstrong moves on to observe another group that is sharing the different ways in 
which a particular event in the day’s reading reminded them of events from their own lives.

At the end of the allotted time, Mr. Armstrong calls time and students return to the whole-class 
setting. A few students discuss their thoughts about the day’s literature circles and share some of 
the positive and negative things that happened within their groups. Mr. Armstrong holds another 
question-and-answer session, and students discuss suggestions for improving their experiences for 
next time. 




