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Picture it, students are huddled in groups of three reading aloud, quietly discussing a piece of writing, asking questions, and discovering answers.  If you had entered my classroom last year it would have looked more like this: a teacher standing in front of the class asking questions, the same students answering although many others were called upon for answers.  When no one could or was willing to volunteer an answer the teacher filled in the gaps by answering the question for them.  Last year I felt that only a select few students who chose to ‘plug in’ to what was happening in the classroom were actively participating in their educational experiences.  In order to avoid students physically being in the classroom but mentally beginning their weekend, I decided to adopt reading circles.  I believe that by allowing my students to take responsibility for their own learning they will become more invested in their education because I know I personally always learn more by being actively involved in the process, no matter what the subject.  


Most students don’t want to take the time to read.  By leading a class discussion and filling in the answers whenever the students could not produce one I was facilitating their negative attitudes toward reading and literature.  At the beginning of this school year I asked my students to complete a short survey on reading and their attitude toward reading on a voluntary basis.  Eighty-two percent of my students stated they had not read a book in over a year.  Ten percent responded that they read on a regular basis and the remaining eight percent of students stated they had never finished a book.  Most students said they didn’t enjoy reading, didn’t have time to read, or would rather do other things with their free time.  Because I teach literature and I believe that reading is the key to good writing I wanted to encourage reading in the classroom through reading circles.  


Initially I tried a very structured reading circle consisting of three students who chose a book they wanted to read.  Each student was required to have a ‘job’ such as discussion leader, vocabulary finder, and literary element finder.  This type of reading circle required multiple handouts to explain each job function but provided no study guides or direction for my students.  While observing my students I noticed them struggling to complete their jobs because they did not have the ability to think critically about literature.  I realized that even when my students read the material they did not know where to go with it or how to discuss their piece.  I felt my students would be better served if I provided them with a study guide letting them know what I wanted them to look for and focus on during their discussions as well as what kinds of questions they could expect to see on the tests and quizzes that would follow.  I also felt it was too confusing having students in each group read different books simultaneously.  The implementation of a common book along with the study guide helped my students focus on the piece and gave them a jumping off point for their discussions.  


I also decided to change how I weighted the study guide versus the quizzes.  In the past the study guide, that they were to complete individually and we discussed as a group, was worth 50 points while the quizzes were worth 100 points.  Because each group was responsible for finding the answers and I only guided them by pointing out passages for them to review if they could not find the answer, study guides and quizzes are now equally weighted.  While cruising the room during a reading circle class period, I heard my students questioning each other and explaining complicated ideas to each other.  They were able to successfully decipher Shakespeare and Homer without more than an introduction to the work and some prompting from me.  When we studied Romeo and Juliet, we read the first two scenes of Act I as a class.  The rest of the play was studied in reading circles.  

During their reading circle discussions I heard my students saying things like “No, it’s like this,” “What he’s trying to say is. . .” and “Hey, Mrs. Pierce did you know . . .?”  It seemed as though my students has forgotten they were learning because they enjoyed what they were doing.  Initially students were frustrated by the system because they weren’t used to finding answers for themselves but I continued to encourage them and point them in the fight directions.  After two weeks some commented that my class “is the only class we do actual work in.  It’s not boring.  It’s hard, but I like it.”  Another student made the comment that my class was easy.  At first I thought I was not challenging him but then I decided he felt it was easy because he was able to understand the material which was my goal.  

Because I had changed my teaching method I also changed the type of quizzes I give as well as the difficulty of the questions.  I now give short answer quizzes that are more challenging to my students and yet I still have a lower failure rate than I had last year.  My students still have true/false questions but now they are required to correct the false statements.  My students were asked to identify quotations last year, this year they identify and explain quotes.  My students were asked to decide what literary element is present in a quotation last year, this year they are asked to find examples for themselves of literary elements such as simile, metaphor, oxymoron, hyperbole, personification, alliteration, and allusion in their groups.  Some have even come up with examples I had not previously noticed or correctly applied a different element to a quotation I had chosen.

Reading circles are not perfect.  Students must be monitored so they stay on track, nudged in the right direction from time to time, and depending on the mix of students the teacher may or may not need to assign working groups.  With that said, I am very proud of what I have accomplished with my class this year.  I feel they have learned more and daydreamed less, which is always a step in the right direction.  I believe that my students finally understand how to think about literature in a critical manner and have increased their reading comprehension through active reading and listening.  I feel that by placing my students in groups they can collectively find answers to questions they would never tackle as an individual.  

