
 

Frequently Asked Questions About Book Clubs  

                                                             Rachel Cooke – Instructional Leader English/Literacy  

 What are book clubs? 
Book Clubs in schools are patterned on adult reading groups that have become very popular since Oprah 
Winfrey started book clubs on her show in 1996. Harvey Daniels, who pioneered Literature Circles in the 
1990’s defines school book clubs through these consistent elements:   

 Students choose their own reading materials 
 Students groups of 3-6 are formed based upon book choice 
 Grouping is by text choice not by “ability” or other tracking  (This supports the TDSB DI Framework in  
 Different groups choose and read different books                      terms of student interest and readiness) 
 Groups meet on a regular schedule 
 Members write notes that help guide both their reading and discussion 
 Discussion questions come from the students, not teachers or textbooks 
 The teacher does not lead any group, but acts as a facilitator, fellow reader and observer  
 Personal responses, connections, and questions are the starting point of discussion  
 A spirit of sharing pervades the room 
 Assessment is by teacher observation & tasks completed by students  

Adapted from Harvey Daniels & Nancy Steineke Mini Lessons for Literature Circles  

 

How do students choose their texts and book clubs?  
Students need to be exposed to each text that is being considered for book clubs. They can do this through the 
“book pass” approach. Have students read the beginning of the text for 3-5 minutes, record their response to it 
based on interest and reading level, and then read the next text. (form for Book Pass attached) After previewing 
all of the texts available, have students rate the texts according to what they most want to read. This exercise 
exposes each student to all of the texts available in terms of content and writing style. It also gives the teacher an 
opportunity to create groups based on interest and availability of texts.  When this method has been used for 
introducing students to texts, students are more likely to eventually read not only the text for their book club, but 
also the other texts.  By allowing students to choose their text, content is differentiated and students’ interest and 
readiness are considered.  
This lesson idea is adapted from Harvey Daniels & Nancy Steineke Mini Lessons for Literature Circles: Presenting Book Choices 
with a Book Pass 

  

Are book clubs only for novels? 
No. This classroom structure can be used for any text including fiction, non-fiction, media texts, and oral texts. In 
fact, it is often good practice to start book clubs with a short text (newspaper article, poem) in one meeting to 
practice the book club structure. 

 

What grade and level are best for book club? 
The book club structure works for any grade and level. The amount of scaffolding and time spent in book clubs will 
vary according to the grade and level of the class. For example, a Grade 10 Applied class may spend 15 minutes in 
book club discussion whereas a Grade 11 University class may spend an hour in book club discussion.  

 
 
 



How can I ensure that students “get the true meaning” out of the text and fully understand it when I am not 
teaching a whole class novel?  
The book club approach requires several shifts in thinking from teacher-centered pedagogy to student-centered 
pedagogy. The approach ascribes to Louise Rosenblatt’s Reader Response Theory and the belief that every 
reader’s reading of the text has validity, not just the teacher’s reading of the text. The notion that there is more 
than one reading of a text is another important shift. Students can move from a passive positioning in their 
response to reading and learning to an active one when their thinking is validated. When teachers’ model, coach, 
scaffold and guide students in their reading by sharing their own thinking about a text, they gradually release the 
responsibility so that students can gradual assume the responsibility. Since students construct meaning as a result 
of their own thinking and as a result of the ‘authentic dialogue’ with their peers, they often arrive at a deeper 
appreciation and understanding of elements of the text than they would if all students read the same novel and 
studied it with conventional questions in a teacher directed manner.  Ultimately, a community of readers is 
created in the classroom where the 5 elements of collaborative learning are in place to construct knowledge 
(interdependence, accountability, face-to-face interaction, social skills, processing).  
(See Book Club flow chart) 

 

How can I teach lessons when each group is reading a different text?  
The content of your lessons will shift from the content of the text to the skills required to understand the text and 
themes embedded in the text. Rather than a lesson on Celie’s character in The Color Purple, the lesson will focus 
on the four methods of characterization applied to an excerpt from a text (other than the book club texts) or from 
popular culture. Students then apply the four methods to characters in their own texts. Full class lessons provide 
the place for teachers to introduce students to a variety of reading skills (predicting, inferring, connecting, 
visualizing, determining importance, questioning, synthesizing, and monitoring understanding) and literary skills 
that they can apply to their various texts. These mini- lessons provide the focus of examination of the text for 
book club discussions.  
Resources such as Independent Reading: Inside the Box, Lisa Donahue and Book Talk, Anne Brailsford contain reading cards 
and bookmarks which focus on reading strategies. 
 

How long does a book club unit last?  
This depends on the text that is chosen. A short text like a newspaper article may be a one period book club. Book 
Clubs may meet 5 times for a full length novel. These 5 meetings would be interspersed with mini-lessons, reading 
time and other activities so that the 5 dates are not consecutive.  

 

How do assessment for, as  and of learning work in this structure?  
You will have many opportunities for assessment of and for learning. The tasks that students must complete for 
book clubs are generally related to the Reading Expectations of 1. Reading for Meaning,     2. Understanding Form 
and Style, 3. Reading with Fluency and 4. Reflecting on Skills and Strategies.  
Activities related to these areas can be practiced in book clubs for assessment for learning and can drive 
differentiated practice. Once students have practiced the skills, there can be assessment of their learning. The Oral 
Communication Expectations can be assessed for and of learning during book club discussions. Teachers can use 
anecdotal tracking sheets like Observation Guide for Book Club Discussions (attached) to record reading, listening 
& speaking strategies that book club members need to develop. There will be several book club discussions taking 
place in the classroom at one time, so it is best to assess one or two groups per book club class. Not all book clubs 
need to be assessed every time they meet. Students should be encouraged to reflect on (assessment as learning) 
their Book Club experiences and how they are developing as readers.  
 
 
 

 



How can my department afford to buy new books? 
The great thing about book clubs is that you only need 5-6 copies of each title for your class. You can slowly 
purchase titles over time to build a book club collection that is appropriate for each grade and level. It is not a big 
drain on your budget. Approach the school librarian who is often willing to purchase a number of copies of a 
“fresh” title for you to use in your classroom and then returned to the library for circulation. Schools that use this 
approach are able to get “hot” titles into their classes for little or no cost.  
 

 Do students prepare assignments and read independently outside of class time for Book Club classes?  
This will depend on the grade and level of class you are teaching. If the students can read independently outside 
of class time, assign portions of the text to be read in preparation for Book Club. It is best to assign a task to be 
sure that students have done the reading. These tasks are called “Tickets of Admission” because they are the 
ticket into the Book Club class. The ticket of admission focuses on one part of the text and can include a literature 
circle role, a dialogue exchange reading journal with a peer reader from the Book Club, a close reading of a portion 
of the text, a series of student generated questions about the text, or reading strategies cards or bookmarks.  
If students are not independent readers, a portion of class time can be given for reading and completing a ticket of 
admission.  
 

 What if students do not come to Book Club with the reading and task (ticket of admission) completed?  
It is necessary for all students to come to Book Club with the reading and task completed. Since the Book Club is a 
social interaction of a community of readers one cannot contribute effectively if the reading and task are not 
complete. The natural consequence for students who are not prepared is to sit on the sidelines and complete the 
work for the Book Club. The student should be isolated in the classroom and not permitted to participate in the 
Book Club until the reading and task are completed.  This consequence is appropriate and ensures the success of a 
fruitful Book Club discussion. Since the assessment of learning is closely tied to the Book Club discussions, if a 
student misses the Book Club they jeopardize their chances for success on the culminating task.  
 
Revision and editing thanks to Victory Jones ACL Language Development – Kipling Collegiate  
For more information, please contact Rachel Cooke at Rachel.cooke@tdsb.on.ca  
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Book Pass 
Review Sheet  

Name: _______________________________ 
 
Title: 
Author:  
Interest Rating    Off the hook!       Liked it!            Just Okay             So, So            Yuck 

                                                5                       4                         3                         2                    1  

 

Difficulty               Really hard       Hard but okay        Just right             Easy            Too easy  

                                                5                       4                         3                          2                   1 

Comments: 
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Title: 
Author:  
Interest Rating    Off the hook!       Liked it!            Just Okay             So, So            Yuck 

                                                5                       4                         3                         2                    1  

 

Difficulty               Really hard       Hard but okay        Just right             Easy            Too easy  

                                                5                       4                         3                          2                   1 

Comments: 
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Title: 
Author:  
Interest Rating    Off the hook!       Liked it!            Just Okay             So, So            Yuck 

                                                5                       4                         3                         2                    1  

 

Difficulty               Really hard       Hard but okay        Just right             Easy            Too easy  

                                                5                       4                         3                          2                   1 

Comments: 
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________ 
_________________________________________________________________ 

Adapted by Rachel Cooke from Mini-lessons for Literature Circles 

My Ratings 

#1: __________________ 

#2: __________________ 

#3: __________________ 



 

 

Book Club Flow Chart  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Authentic 
Assessment 

- Assessment that is 
derived from the kinds 
of experiences that 
exist in “real life” 
- A reflection on the 
individual and 
communal experience 
of the text 

Reader Response to 
Literature 

Expressing and 
exploring each reader’s 
experience of the text 
-  Dialogue with a text 

- Dialogue with 
another reader 

- Dialogue with a 
community of readers 

Cooperative 
Learning 

Working together to 
construct knowledge 
- Interdependence 
- Accountability 
- Face-to-face 
interaction 

- Social Skills  
- Processing 
 

 

interaction 

 

Differentiated 
Instruction 

According to student: 
-interest   -readiness 
-learning profile 
Teachers can 
differentiate: 
-content    - process 
-product     
-learning environment  



Observation Guide for Book Club Discussions  
 

Class:  Date: 

Book Title:  

 

Scale  Always Often Sometimes Rarely 

4 3 2 1 

 

Student 
Names:  

     

 
Demonstrates 
understanding 

of the text  
Reading Strand 

     

 

Supports ideas 
with examples 
from the text 
Reading Strand 

     

Support ideas 
with text to 
text, world 

and/or self 
connections 
Reading Strand 

     

 
Provides fresh 
insights and 
commentary  
Reading Strand 

     

Initiates 

discussion  
Oral 

Communication  

Strand 

     

Acknowledges 
& develops  
ideas of others 
Oral 

Communication  

Strand 

     

Uses non-
verbal 
communication 
to support the 
conversation  
Oral 

Communication  

Strand 

     

After observing the discussion, the following areas need to be addressed with the group :  

 

 
 

 
 
 
Adapted by Rachel Cooke from: Brailsford, A. & Coles, J. Book Talk: The Power of Book Clubs in the Middle Grades. Markham: Scholastic 
Canada, 2008. ISBN 9 780779 166817  

 



 

Farewell to a Farewell to Arms:  Deemphasizing the Whole-Class Novel 
 
Copyright Phi Delta Kappa Mar 2007  
 
The common practice in English language arts classes of assigning all students to read the same book at the same time is a 
tradition, the authors believe, that would be more honored in the breach than the observance. 

 
ASK ANY group of adults ranging in age from their early 
twenties to late fifties what they remember about middle 
or high school reading, and you will no doubt hear an 
unenthusiastic and often bitter chorus of such titles as To 
Kill a Mockingbird, Lord of the Flies, and other classic 
novels long considered standard and acceptable fare in 
English classrooms. The younger set may chime in with 
Parrot in the Oven, Looking for Alaska, or some other 
young-adult novels that have become contemporary 
classics. 

Not many adults have great memories of assigned 
reading from English class, yet the one-size-fits-all class 
novel persists as the centerpiece of instruction in many 
middle and high school classrooms. As teacher 
educators and former English and reading teachers, we 
also know that getting students to read these selections 
continues to be difficult, even in the best of 
circumstances. A high school memory sums up this 
situation for us. Gay recalls a nighttime bus ride back 
from a National Honor Society field trip to an amusement 
park near the end of her junior year. Nearly a third of the 
students clustered at the back of the bus with the 
CliffsNotes for The Scarlet Letter, not because they 
needed to read it by the following morning but because 
they had to read it and write a critical analysis of it by the 
following morning! Even for these high-achieving high-
schoolers, the goal was just to get the assignment 
finished. 

For struggling students, the choice is apt to be 
noncompliance. Often, the teacher notices that the 
students have not read the text and so reads it to them. 
We know that teacher read-alouds are a powerful tool tor 
building vocabulary and background knowledge, but we 
worry that they are being used to supplant assigned 
readings. Read-alouds should extend students' thinking, 
not replace it. 

As an alternative, in the hope that students can be 
coerced into reading a novel that they have been 
assigned, teachers often resort to testing their knowledge 
about it. Some teachers give oral summaries of the 
contents so that students who have not completed their 
assigned readings can "keep up." Others show the film 
version so that students have a sense of the content. 
Regardless of which alternative is selected, students are 

not reading more or reading better as a result of the 
whole-class novel. Instead, students are reading less and 
are less motivated, less engaged, and less likely to read 
in the future. Meanwhile, teachers continue their endless 
- and often fruitless - search for better ways to persuade 
students to read their assigned novel.1 

Given this frustration and resistance, what is it about a 
"class set" of novels that captivates teachers so much 
that its use dominates English language arts instruction? 
We often hear that curriculum standards dictate the 
decision and require, for example, that all sixth-graders 
read The Giver or that all ninth-graders read Romeo and 
Juliet. (Of course, the latter is a play, not a novel, but it is 
typically assigned and taught in the same way.) But even 
a cursory review of content standards trom several state 
departments of education reveals that specific texts and 
authors are not actually named. Rather, students are 
expected to learn how to read, write, and speak about a 
variety of texts, and the standards typically emphasize 
literary devices, reading comprehension skills, and 
writing strategies. 

We also hear quite frequently that class novels are 
selected because they are "good for students." But we 
know that classics - and even award-winning 
contemporary classics - do not make the list of what 
adolescents prefer to read.2 In addition, we know that 
students still struggling to read do not get better at 
reading from tackling difficult books.3 It would be hard to 
locate one book that addresses the needs of all students 
in any given classroom. Life experiences that enable a 
reader to make sense of a book vary too greatly, and 
every class has students who read above or below their 
grade level. 

The bottom line is that, when teachers require all 
students to read the same book at the same time, 
English classes are neither standard-centered nor 
student-centered. As a result, these classes can respond 
neither to the academic agenda (i.e., the sanctioned 
curriculum as defined by standards) nor to the student 
agenda (i.e., reading, writing, speaking, and listening that 
satisfy students' own reasons to know, experience, and 
relate). Radical as it may seem to some readers, to us it's 
only common sense to reconsider the use of the whole-
class novel. 

  

 

 

 

 



WIDE, FOCUSED READING AS AN ALTERNATIVE 

Class novels may actually limit or restrict the variety, 
depth, and quantity of students' reading. We would argue 
that we can expand students' reading by significantly 
increasing the number and variety of texts in English 
classrooms and by offering a greater number of creative 
opportunities to read in school. We have identified a 
number of factors necessary to balance students' 
preferences tor reading with the demands of a standards-
driven curriculum.4 As an alternative to using the whole-
class novel, we offer teachers five guidelines for practice. 

1. Identity universal themes rather than individual books 
as a way of guiding instruction. In our professional 
development work with teachers in middle and high 
schools, we are consistently asked how to get students 
motivated to read. We suspect that the real question, the 
question behind the question, is "How do we get students 
to read The Iliad?" (Choose any other institutionalized 
assignment if Homer didn't make your school's list this 
year.) 

Research offers excellent advice on getting students to 
read: choose texts that matter to students,5 create 
contexts in which students find intrinsic reasons to read 
rather than reasons related to external rewards or 
consequences/ and provide time to read in school.7 But 
motivation is also multi-dimensional and may be heavily 
influenced by such factors as the student's own 
"perceived competence."8 The class-novel experience 
rarely meets these criteria. Instead, you have students 
with a text they do not like, which they are directed to 
read for purposes other than their own, with little time in 
school to do so. To top it off, the books are typically so 
difficult that students feel overmatched by the challenges 
they present. And that feeling is not unreasonable, since 
these are the same kinds of texts that intimidate even 
competent adult readers. 

Instead of defining instruction in English language arts by 
the books ("I teach The Odyssey." "I teach Old Yeller."), 
teachers should focus instruction on big ideas or 
universal themes, such as "The Hero's Journey," 
"Matters of Life and Death," or "Are the Greeks and 
Romans still with us today?" These ideas and concepts 
are surely within the grasp of most students, but it is 
difficult to find out what students know and can do within 
the context of one very hard book. Big ideas pique 
students' interest and allow every student in the class to 
engage with the topic using his or her own background, 
interests, and skills. 

2. Select texts that span a wide range of difficulty levels. 
It our goal is to encourage students to read more and 
better, then we have to ensure that they are reading 
books they can read. Simply requiring students to read 
"grade level" texts will not improve their skills. However, 
inviting students to read widely in response to a big idea, 
question, or theme requires that they have access to a 
significant number of books at a variety of levels of 
difficulty that provide diverse perspectives on the topic. 

By the way, we don't want readers to think we're opposed 
to the specific books we've named in this article. In fact, 
they and myriad other "classics" are excellent examples 
of literature. Charlotte's Web might be a highly suitable 
addition to a collection of cutting-edge young adult and 
children's books that explore the theme of friendships 
with responsibility. Similarly, To Kill a Mockingbird might 
be an appropriate option in a study of discrimination, 
racism, and prejudice, but it need not be given higher 
status than more student-friendly, high-interest books on 
the topic, such as Chris Crowe's Getting Away With 
Murder: The True Story of the Emmett Till case or Toni 
Morrison's Remember: The journey to School Integration. 

Our experience suggests that, when students read widely 
from books they have selected, they are more prepared 
to discuss the books with their peers and to write 
complex analyses of the themes and ideas. What's more, 
they are motivated to read more. 

3. Select texts that address contemporary issues and that 
are engaging. Students want to read about things that 
matter to them. They want to think, form opinions, 
challenge and be challenged, and learn. Students want to 
read widely in multiple genres and media - graphic 
novels, manga, Internet sites, informational texts, and so 
on. All of these text sources can be used as students 
consider the big idea or theme that the class is exploring 
together. Themes we select should allow students to 
engage with contemporary issues - issues that they and 
we are struggling with - while reading both current and 
classic works. We agree with literary scholars who 
suggest that literature provides the reader with a mirror to 
examine oneself, a window to consider alternative 
experiences and beliefs, and a door to walk through 
forever changed. We just haven't found the book that 
does this for every member of every class at the same 
time. 

4. Orchestrate instruction that builds students' 
competence. Another drawback of the whole-class novel 
is the type of instruction it engenders. Teachers using a 
single book with a group of students often revert to 
lecturing and assigning independent reading. From the 
perspective of the students, the teacher knows 
everything (from the "correct" symbolism to the 
appropriate predictions), and students have permission to 
remain passive. 

Turning this situation around so that the teacher provides 
modeling, coaching, scaffolding, and guiding requires 
that the teacher use time differently. For example, the 
expert teachers we love to watch start with a read-aloud 
or shared reading. This time is not used to read 
something that the students should have already read but 
is an opportunity for the teacher to share his or her 
thinking about a text with the class. Then students move 
into groups - some are reading, others are discussing 
books, others are writing or getting peer feedback on 
their writing - while the teacher meets with specific 
students to provide guided instruction. 

 

 



This organizational system allows teachers to move from 
assuming "all the responsibility for performing a task . . . 
to a situation in which the students assume all of the 
responsibility."9 In other words, the teacher guides 
students through texts and models comprehension along 
the way. As students develop their understanding of the 
theme or response to the big idea or question, they are 
developing skills, building competence and confidence, 
and learning with and through texts. And as the students' 
skills develop, teachers gradually cede to them the 
responsibility for learning. 

5. Teach literary devices and reading comprehension 
strategies using texts that are readable and meaningful. 
As we have noted, the content standards in English 
language arts do not name or test students' knowledge of 
specific texts or authors. Instead, students are expected 
to learn how to draw inferences from a text as a way of 
making sense of it. But students are not likely to have 
vast experience with inferring or with appreciating and 
understanding how an author uses particular literary 
devices to enrich a text or to contribute to a theme. Their 
lack of experience is compounded when most 
instructional time is consumed by efforts to get them to 
"get the story" of a few specific texts that they may not 
find interesting or that may be too difficult for them. Far 
too often, we try to teach to content standards by 
requiring that students read books with difficult 
vocabulary and concepts. The problem is that 
comprehension tools and literary devices don't jump out 
at the reader in difficult texts; students simply don't get 
good at reading comprehension, understanding literary 
devices, literary response, or writing by reading hard 
books. Students don't learn IKJW to write a persuasive 
text or how an omniscient point of view works from 
reading one difficult short story. 

Students do develop an understanding of and 
appreciation for persuasive arguments by reading a 
number of texts, across genres and topics that they are 
accessible to them. And students do develop the ability to 
make inferences through repeated practice, first with very 
obvious examples modeled by the teacher and then with 
increasingly complex examples to which they apply what 
they have learned independently. 

While we don't know of students who got better at 
reading or learned to understand the classics through a 
focus on whole-class reading, we do know a significant 
number of students who got better at reading and who 
started reading more widely and frequently because their 
teachers used a range of texts, organized the course 
around a theme or big idea, and then provided instruction 
as outlined in their state's content standards. We are on 
the same page as children's author Walter Dean Myers, 
who writes, "It is only when readers have the ability to 
fully absorb the material being read that the process 
becomes pleasurable and a lifelong reader is created."10 
The whole-class novel assigned as independent reading 
won't help students "fully absorb the material." Helping 
that to happen takes a skilled teacher who guides his or 
her students through multiple texts, genres, and 
standards. 

A common statement made by some English language 
arts teachers is that students need to know Shakespeare 
or Walt Whitman before they graduate. Should this 
"knowledge" be acquired at the expense of students' 
knowing how to read and write independently and 
purposefully for a wide range of reasons? Traditional 
instruction in English language arts actually limits the 
reading and writing students can produce. Let's work 
instead on expanding students' understanding, interests, 
and thinking. 
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