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Abstract  
 

 

A common issue in education classes comprised of English language learners is a lack of 

participation in the classroom. The purpose of this research was to determine if the use of 

literature circles would have an impact on the number of times students raised their hands to 

participate during a book discussion. The participants were 4th grade students in two ELA 

classrooms within an urban elementary school located in western New York. This study included 

six lessons based on chapters in a book, three of which utilized the literature circle strategy, and 

three that did not. The results of this study were measured based on the number of times students 

participated by raising their hand during the discussions to see if students participation increased 

when using the literature circle strategy. Results determined that in this study, participation was 

positively affected by the use of literature circles. 
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Introduction   

 I looked down at my shoes, nervous to make eye contact with my teacher. “Please don't 

call on me,” I thought to myself. My family and I had just moved to China the month before, and 

I found myself being forced to adjust to a brand new school, culture, and language. As the lesson 

progressed, I eagerly took notes and followed along intently. The teacher asked another question, 

and instead of raised hands, blank stares were the only things she received in return. “Erika, what 

do you think?” She asked in Mandarin. My mind instantly turned blank, and my palms started to 

sweat. “Umm, uhh, hmm... I am not sure,” I quietly responded. I had just written the answer in 

the notes I had been taking, but could not muster up enough courage to answer her. “What if I 

give the wrong answer? What if someone else in the class laughs at me?” I thought to myself. I 

could feel my cheeks turn red with embarrassment as I slowly cowered lower and lower in my 

chair.  

I began my education career in Teaching English to Students of Other Languages 

(TESOL) when I was in 4th grade. My father's work moved us to China, where I attended an 

American International school.  I was one of the few Americans in the school, as most students 

were from other parts of Asia with a few from Australia. This school submerged my once 

sheltered mind into an environment of new cultures, language, and people. The area in China we 

lived had a very small English-speaking population of foreigners. From the moment I stepped 

out of my house, I was surrounded by foreign things I had never experienced before. I could not 

understand the words on buildings, what people were saying on the streets, or relate to any of the 

foods served in restaurants or supermarkets. My personal history of growing up in a foreign 

country, very different from the small town I came from, helps me relate to the ELLs in my 

room. When I see them apprehensive to participate in discussions in class, it reminds me of 
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similar feelings I once had when I was their age.   

Research Question 

 The purpose of this case study is to see how the literature circle strategy affects 

participation of 4th grade beginning, intermediate, and advanced English language learners 

(ELLs). How much does their participation increase with the use of this strategy?  

Significance to the Field 

 English language learners (ELLs) develop language at a quicker rate when they are 

exposed to an environment that promotes participation. It is extremely important for ELLs to 

practice their speaking and listening abilities in order to successfully learn English. If students do 

not feel confident enough taking risks and speaking in front of non-ELLs, they will most likely 

acquire English at a slower rate. ELLs need to feel comfortable in their environment in order to 

be motivated to participate, become risk takers, and in turn strengthen their listening and 

speaking skills.   

 I have witnessed in the past many ELLs who complete “paper-and-pencil” assessments 

accurately; however, rarely raise their hand during class discussions. When I randomly call on 

these students during class discussion, they usually respond with “I don't know” or refuse to 

answer when they have previously demonstrated they do in fact know the answer. One of the 

main reasons why some ELLs participate less in comparison to their native English-speaking 

peers is that they lack the confidence or motivation. I am curious to see if the use of literature 

circles will increase their confidence and motivation, and in turn increase their participation. 

 The literature circle strategy helps strengthen speaking and listening abilities because 

students actively engage with the text and with one another (Rosenblatt, 1996). Literature circles 

are set up in a nonthreatening, community-like setting, where students can learn and interact 
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(Martinez-Roldan & Lopez-Robertson, 1999/2000). I believe that ELLs will feel more 

comfortable speaking in front of their peers using this strategy because it will contribute to 

creating a safe and nurturing classroom environment. Following this strategy, students share their 

ideas, opinions, and personal experiences in response to literature. Through sharing and listening 

to others, students will develop empathy by comparing and contrasting their experiences with 

their peers (Short & Klassen, 1993). Literature circles will also provide a chance to foster the 

development of students' speaking and listening skills, which is imperative for language 

development (Scarcella, 1990).  

Personal Significance 

  Being an English as a Second Language (ESL) teacher in a push-in type setting, I have 

many ELLs who are reluctant to participate in class discussions. I wanted to research the 

literature circle method by using it in my own classrooms to promote participation for my ELLs, 

as well as the non-ELLs in the room. By gaining this knowledge, I sought to be better able to 

serve my students and increase their speaking and listening abilities. 

Literature Review  

        The goal of this study is to examine the effects of using a literature circle strategy with 

English Language Learners of varying abilities to see if it increases participation during class 

discussions. Literature has been reviewed to gain a background of studies, which illuminate the 

effectiveness of literature circles and the importance of participation in a classroom. I first 

propose Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences as a theoretical framework for the sudy then 

examine the importance of literature circles and how they should be carried out. I then discuss 

how teachers should manage literature circles, how they can be differentiated to meet the varying 

ability levels, and how students should be evaluated. Lastly, the benefits of this strategy are 
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investigated. 

Theoretical Framework: Multiple Intelligences 

In 1983, Howard Gardner proposed that each human's mind and abilities were different, 

and people could be categorized as learning best through seven different ways. He named these 

the multiple intelligences, and grouped them as: logical/mathematical, linguistic, music, bodily-

kinesthetic, spatial, interpersonal, and intrapersonal. He said most schools teach using 

mathematical or linguistic strategies, and proposed that we should adopt a more child-centered 

approach, since some learn best in other ways. He created a paper and pencil test, which people 

could take in order to figure out which intelligence they embodied, and suggested possible 

occupations that people with similar results would normally choose. 

 In the logical/mathematical intelligence, Gardner (1983) said these individuals were 

better at thinking abstractly, remembering things, problem solving, and working with numbers. 

In the musical intelligence, Gardner (1983) said these individuals were able to produce and 

appreciate music, particularly its rhythm and pitch. The spatial/visual intelligence encompasses 

people who are able to visualize things, and think in images or pictures.  With the bodily-

kinesthetic intelligence, people work well manipulating things, have good hand-eye 

coordination, and control their body movements well. In the verbal-linguistic intelligence, 

Gardner (1983) said that people had good verbal skills, and were sensitive to a word's sound and 

rhythm. Individuals who have interpersonal intelligence work well with others and respond to 

other people's moods and desires appropriately. Those who have intrapersonal intelligence are 

more aware of their self and their own feelings and beliefs (Gardner, 1983). 

Multiple Intelligences in the Literature Circle Strategy  

This theory relates to the topic of using the literature circle strategy in classrooms with 
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English Language Learners because the roles in this strategy embody the different intelligences 

that Gardner proposed. The discussion leader role embodies the interpersonal intelligence, 

because this role acts as the moderator. Those students who possess the interpersonal intelligence 

may benefit from this strategy because they are in small groups with no more than seven 

students, versus the whole classroom, and thus may feel more comfortable. Also, those with the 

intrapersonal intelligence may benefit from the cultural connector role, where they can tie in 

their own culture or background to the chapter. Those who are more verbal-linguistic may benefit 

from getting the word-master role, since they have an interest in a word's rhythm and are 

stronger with reading and writing. Those students who possess the spatial/visual intelligence may 

benefit from the artistic adventurer role, where they are able to draw a picture of the chapter 

being discussed. Although each intelligence is not represented in the literature circle roles, this 

strategy is more child-centered because it takes the individual student into account more than 

traditional discussions.  

English Language Learners 

 The term English Language Learner (ELL) is used for any student whose native language 

is a language other than English. It is important to ensure that these students are receiving the 

highest quality education possible. Therefore, it is important that teachers are using strategies, 

which have been researched and deemed effective. Teachers of ELLs should incorporate 

vocabulary instruction, speaking opportunities, and text that support the student’s culture. When 

lessons include these components, students not only will learn the language and lesson content 

more effectively, but they will also be more engaged.  

 New York State mandates that ELLs who score in the beginning, intermediate, and 

advanced proficiency levels receive English as a second language (ESL) instruction from a 
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certified ESL teacher. This can be done in either a push-in or pull-out setting. When an ESL 

teachers pushes in to a classroom, they work with students on their individual language needs, as 

well as provide strategies to help them effectively learn the academic content of the lesson. In a 

pull-out setting, the ESL teacher pulls a group of students into a separate location and teaches 

foundational skills the student needs more help with.  I have found that students of Intermediate 

and Advanced proficiencies benefit the most from push-in ESL instruction where the ESL 

teacher provides additional support and scaffolding in order to make the content comprehensible 

to the ELLs. 

 One thing many ELLs struggle with is vocabulary. It is very important for ELLs to have 

explicit vocabulary instruction in order to help aid in their reading comprehension. Teachers 

should also show the students the vocabulary word multiple times in order for that word to 

become part of their lexicon (Zahar, Cobb, & Spada, 2001).  

 It is important for teachers to get to know their students and different things about their 

culture. The teacher should try to incorporate a student's culture into the lessons whenever 

possible. This helps the student feel valued. Also, when a student can make a connection between 

what is being discussed in class and their own lives, they will be more engaged in the discussion. 

One way a teacher can do this is by finding books that take place in the student’s country of 

origin. Teachers can also tie the students’ cultures into lessons by having them link and make 

connections between the content to their own lives. 

 It is important for teachers of ELLs to build on a student's background knowledge. The 

teacher should provide any information related to a topic that is going to be discussed in class 

that the student may not previously know. This can peak a student's interest on a topic, fill in any 
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contextual information they are lacking, as well as help clarify any confusing concepts. 

 Cummins (1989) found that ELLs can acquire everyday language and vocabulary that is 

used in day to day conversation in about two years. However, it takes students much longer to 

acquire the academic language that the students need in order to be successful in school. 

Cummins (1989) found that it takes ELLs between 5 to11 years in order to acquire academic 

language. It is crucial for ELLs to be exposed to lessons where they are practicing using 

academic language, both in writing and speaking, in order to facilitate this acquisition.  

 Ernst (1994) found that language development is more successful when students are 

exposed to lessons which promote speaking and interaction because students are able to 

understand new concepts better. When ELLs are able to talk and listen to their peers, as well as 

participate in reading and writing activities, they are able to develop their language in all 

modalities. Students should be given many opportunities to practice their speaking skills 

whenever possible during lessons. Students should have opportunities to speak to their peers in 

pairs, small group, and whole group settings.  

Participation 

 One important aspect of teaching ELLs is the importance of ensuring they are 

participating during class. It is extremely important for students to raise their hands and answer a 

question or respond to someone else's answer because it shows that they are actively engaged 

and following along with the lesson.  Through active participation, they are able to clarify 

anything they are confused about to ensure they comprehend everything. Participation is 

important because ELLs are able to practice their speaking skills in order to be successful in 

learning English. 
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  Turner & Patrick (2004) define participation as anytime a student “offers their ideas and 

thoughts spontaneously, volunteering to answer questions, answering questions when called on, 

demonstrating at the chalkboard, talking to peers or the teacher about tasks, and completing 

written work” (p. 1760). For the purposes of this study, I will be tracking observable 

participation in the form of students raising their hands during a discussion.  

 As a teacher of ELLs, I have observed countless students following along with the lesson, 

yet rarely participating. There are many reasons why students may be hesitant to participate in 

class. Some may be shy and have anxiety when speaking in front of others, and some may just 

lack the confidence or be embarrassed to make a mistake. Others may choose not to participate 

because of their lack of ability to speak English. Regardless of the reason why participation 

might not happen, it is essential for ELLs to participate in class in order for them to develop the 

language. 

 Research has shown that classroom participation is related to how well a student learns 

the material being presented. Prince (2004) found that in order for there to be the most effective 

student learning, students must be actively engaged with the material being taught. His definition 

of active engagement included both being engaged in the lesson and discussing or participating 

as well. Extensive research has also been concluded which supports the idea that students’ 

critical thinking skills are increased when they are actively involved in a class discussion 

(Garside, 1996; Jones, 2008; Smith, 1977).  

 Classroom participation is linked to a student's language acquisition. Naiman, N., 

Frohlich, M., Stern, H.H., & Todesco, A. (1978) found that the frequency a student raised his 

hand and responded to a teacher's question directly correlated with how he performed on 

comprehension tests. Cameron and Epling (1989) also found that students performed better on 
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problem-solving tasks when they participated more in class. These two studies showcase the 

importance that active participation has on a student's academic achievement.  

 In order for language learning to be successful, students need to have language output, 

such as speaking and writing, as well as language input, such as listening and reading. This 

shows that in order for ELLs to successfully learn the language they cannot just idly sit in the 

classroom and observe. They need to interact and produce that language output, either by 

participating orally or through writing (Swain, 2005). 

 If students do not understand something the teacher is teaching, it is important for them to 

speak up for clarification. Sometimes an ELL misunderstands a term or the academic vocabulary 

being used. However, if they are not comfortable asking for a simple clarification, they may 

never understand the material being presented to them. All it takes sometimes is a quick two-

minute explanation on a cultural difference to make the material much more comprehensible to 

an ELL. 

 Not only is participation important because students are able to comprehend more, but 

ELLs can also strengthen their speaking skills. Scarcella (1990) found that there is “increasing 

evidence that active engagement in real communication facilitates second language 

development” (p. 71). ELLs will not be able to strengthen these oral language skills unless they 

are actively engaging with their peers or their teacher.   

 The speaking domain is one in which ELLs practice the least when they are a part of the 

mainstream classroom. It is a lot easier for classroom teachers to incorporate reading and writing 

activities, versus speaking activities. However, it is critical for teachers to incorporate highly 

effective research-based strategies, which help promote oral participation with this population of 

students. An ELL's acquisition of language is fostered during a strategy such as literature circles 
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because she is interacting with others in a practical setting. Literature circles is a strategy where 

students break off into groups, each having a role to fulfill in order to discuss and get a general 

understanding of a text. 

 Literature Circles 

 The United States is growing increasingly diverse and school districts are seeing a boom 

in the number of English Language Learners in the classroom. Literature circles is a strategy that 

has been around since the early 1990's (Daniels, 2002), which has had a plethora of benefits in 

mainstream classrooms. It seems reasonable to believe that ELLs will have similar positive 

results using this strategy. 

 One of the main goals of ESL teachers is to help the ELLs strengthen their language 

skills.  Literature circles is a strategy set up in such a way for ELLs to practice and learn English 

through structured opportunities to speak or respond to their peers. Students strengthen their 

speaking skills by speaking with their peers in a face-to-face discussion. 

 Most of the data and results of studies on this strategy have been from mainstream 

classrooms. More recently, however, studies have been conducted that showcase the benefits this 

strategy has on ELLs. Fredricks (2012) is an ESL teacher who designed literature circles around 

culturally relevant and high interest texts. He used the literature circles with his intermediate and 

advanced ELLs for a full academic year. He found that the group discussions helped them 

understand more fully what they read. Fredricks (2012) found that by letting students self-select 

and discuss books of their own choosing, his students were inspired to read more and became 

more confident and critical readers. 

 Literature circles is a strategy where students are interested and highly engaged in the 

story they are exploring. McElvain (2010) found that the use of literature circles can increase a 
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student’s motivation to read. She conducted a study that followed 75 mainstream 9-12 year old 

ELLs in fourth to sixth grade for an academic year. In following them throughout lessons 

utilizing the literature circle strategy, she found they were very engaged in the discussion. She 

believed this was in part due to the fact that they had a choice in the topic of the book they were 

reading and discussing. She concluded that students will be more interested and involved in their 

learning when the topic is important to them or when it is connected to their own lives.  

 Carrison, C. & Ernst-Slavit, G. (2005) found that literature circles seemed to increase an 

ELL's reading motivation, reading comprehension, and participation. They conducted a study 

that followed 24 fourth graders, five of whom were ELLs, throughout a school year. They 

collected teacher notes, pre and post surveys, reading assessments, and reading comprehension 

assessments. They found that students who had the greatest success and increased level of 

enthusiasm with this strategy were the ELLs and reluctant readers in their room. They noted that 

several ELLs who previously were quiet and reluctant became more outspoken after the 

literature circles. They also noticed that this seemed to carry over for the remainder of the year 

even in other content areas. One student in particular who only participated about three times a 

week started participating daily during small group and whole group lessons.  

Daniels (2002) found that a central theme of literature circles is that students own their 

thinking and learning. By having a say in the topic of the book, ELLs will not only be more 

interested but also more motivated to read and participate in the discussion. By participating 

more in the discussion, students' speaking skills will be strengthened and they will be better able 

to learn the language.  

 Structure 

Literature circles are set up with students in small groups of approximately 5-7 students. 
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The small number of students creates a more comfortable learning environment. Those ELLs 

who feel nervous speaking in front of the whole group may feel more confident when it is with 

fewer students. Krashen (1993) believes that students learn better when they have a lower 

affective filter and are less nervous. He argues that when students feel part of a group or club, 

they are more comfortable and confident and are able to learn language more effectively. By 

creating a more relaxed environment, students may participate more, which will in turn help 

students to practice their speaking skills thus making the content more comprehensible. It is vital 

to understand how literature circles should be set up in order to ensure they are accurately being 

executed in the classroom. 

The students will participate in the discussions more because each student has a specific 

role, which gives them a purpose for reading and responding (Farris, Nelson & L'Allier, 2007 ). 

The role is one, which the ESL teacher has chosen based on the student’s proficiency level, and, 

as the student becomes more comfortable with this strategy, the role can be changed to one with 

more responsibilities.  

 Steps to Implementing Literature Circles 

 Teachers should first select a few pieces of literature that are at their students' reading 

level. The text should not have any cultural bias and should be interesting to the students. 

Teachers should start with shorter stories in the beginning until students feel comfortable with 

this strategy. Then, they can move on to more difficult pieces of literature (Farris & L'Allier, 

2007). 

 Next, the teacher should create groups based on the students’ book choices. Students will 

explore the text either aloud together, shared in buddy groups, or independently. Once finished 

with the reading, they will work together in small groups in order to discuss it. The teacher 
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should assign different roles to each student to have during the discussion. Teachers should 

present these roles to the students before they read, in order to give students a purpose for their 

reading (Farris & L'Allier, 2007). 

 Daniels (1994, 2000) created the following four roles to include in a literature circle: 

discussion director, connector, illustrator, and literary luminary. A discussion director is 

responsible for creating questions to lead the discussion, and inviting students to share their 

roles. The connector makes connections between characters or events in the story and their own 

lives. The illustrator draws an important scene or cartoon from the story in order to help make 

the setting or events clearer. Finally, the literary luminary chooses a passage from the chapter 

that is significant to them, and explains why it is important to the story.  

 Daniels (1994, 2000) also created four optional roles that teachers can choose from to 

include in a literature circle as they deem appropriate. These optional roles include the word 

wizard, researcher, summarizer, and character captain. The word wizard helps define vocabulary 

words from the chapter and uses each in a sentence. The researcher chooses a theme from the 

chapter, conducts research on it, and presents background information to the group. The 

character captain explores the main characters in the chapter and their traits or characteristics.  

 The literature circle strategy is one that is student-directed rather than teacher-directed. 

Since students create their own discussion topics, it is up to them to guide and lead the discussion 

to where they would like it to go. Therefore, the teacher should be more of a facilitator to ensure 

the conversations are continuing, and take a more relaxed leadership approach, rather than 

actually directing the discussion. The discussion should also be open-ended and natural. It is 

important that the discussion leader create thought-provoking, open-ended questions in order to 

lead the discussion, rather than closed “yes-or-no” questions. The questions should also lead 
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students to make personal connections to the text (Daniels, 2002).  When the students have 

finished discussing their book, the readers should share with their class as a whole what they 

talked about in their groups.  

Setting up Literature Circles 

 The teacher should first select about four or five texts that the students can use for a 

literature circle. Then, the teacher should present the texts to the students in an appealing manner. 

The teacher will explain the characters, opening event, and the book's topic for all of the books. 

The teacher can even read a few pages so the students can explore the writing style of the book. 

This preview will help students get a feel for which story they are interested in exploring. The 

teacher should try to keep it exciting and showcase the book in an appealing manner. 

 Students are then given a choice as to which book they would like to explore in their 

literature circle. Whittaker (2012) suggests the students should select their top two or three 

choices of books they would like to read from the ones the teacher has presented. The teacher 

should let the students preview the book in small groups, and can help any students who are 

having trouble making a choice. If there are too many students who select one book choice, the 

teacher can have them explore their second or third choices, so there are not too many students in 

each group. The teacher should then let the students know that they will be able to explore their 

first choice for literature circle topics next time around.  

 When teachers introduce this strategy, they need to ensure that they use lots of modeling 

and scaffolding in order to make sure students understand what is expected of them. When 

introducing the different roles, Farris, Nelson,& L'Allier, (2007) recommend that the teacher 

spend a few different classes demonstrating the various literature circle roles. This way, the 

students are comfortable with what is asked of them once they are assigned a role. The teacher 
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could read a short story and model two of the roles every day, so the students are not 

overwhelmed. After all roles have been explored, the teacher could hold a literature circle where 

she takes an active role in leading the literature circle. This should only be done a few times in 

the beginning, as the purpose of literature circles is for the teacher to become a “facilitator rather 

than a leader” (Daniels, 2012). 

 The teacher should create a role sheet for the students to fill out when they are completing 

the specific roles. This way, students will know exactly what to prepare before heading into the 

discussion. There should also be a place where they can take notes in order for them to be 

prepared for the discussion. Once in the discussion, students can read what they have prepared 

on their role sheets, and this will help build confidence for those students who may be 

apprehensive to speak during discussions. 

 Differentiation 

 Teachers can easily differentiate the literature circles in order to meet the needs of all 

students. Those students who are at lower proficiency levels can start off with literature circle 

roles such as the artistic adventurer who illustrates a scene from the story, showing what the 

setting or characters look like. They could also be the cultural connectors and could tie in how 

the story relates to their lives or cultures. Once they feel more comfortable with the process of 

literature circles, they can assume roles with more responsibilities, such as word master, with 

more scaffolding from the teacher. Students at lower proficiency levels can also get support from 

the teacher through sentence starters, word banks, or cloze sentences. These types of 

modifications ahead of time can ensure that all students can successfully be a part of this 

discussion. 

 Regardless of the student's ability level, all students should get a chance to try each of the 
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literature circle roles. Teachers can buddy up students of lower proficiencies to work with others 

when assuming more challenging roles. Lower proficiency students can also be more successful 

at challenging roles with the help of more scaffolding from the teacher. 

Students who are at a higher proficiency level can be assigned roles, which assume higher 

order thinking skills, such as the summarizer or discussion leader. Teachers may need to provide 

extra scaffolding in the beginning for these roles, and can slowly let the students assume more 

control once they get used to the strategy. 

 Evaluating Student Progress 

 In literature circles, most of the assessment will be based on teacher observations and 

student evaluation. The teacher can also assess the students on the four domains of English 

language arts: listening, speaking, reading, and writing, as well as the student’s language goals.  

Daniels (2002) advocates student self-evaluation and having students keep their own 

records as beneficial practices. He recommends that teachers create a rubric for measuring 

student engagement with the students. First, teachers can develop a list with the students of 

characteristics of an effective group member. Then, the students can self-assess after the 

literature circle and meet with the teacher to review their ratings.    

Students should continuously complete self-assessments during literature circles in order 

to reflect on their own learning. They can also set goals for themselves that they wish to work on 

in future literature circles. Shelton-Strong (2011) found that it was helpful providing students 

with self-evaluation in order for them to reflect on their learning and for the teacher to see how 

interested they were in this strategy.  

Daniels (2002) recommends that teachers try to minimize over assessing students during 

the literature circles. He believes that teachers should let students enjoy the daily interaction of 
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the circles and the books they chose. It is more important for students to get used to participating 

during a discussion and responding to others, rather than focusing on assessments.  

Benefits 

 Since students have a choice in which book they want to explore for the literature circle, 

they feel validated. Students will be more engaged and motivated to read and discuss a book that 

is interesting to them. By choosing their topic, they are also able to “own their learning and 

thinking” (Daniels, 2002). This will directly affect their participation, and those students who 

rarely participate in class discussions will probably have a louder voice.  

 One benefit of literature circles is that students are more comfortable and confident when 

participating because they are in small groups. Krashen (1981) found that students are usually 

more apt to speak in small groups versus in whole group discussion. This may be because their 

anxiety is decreased when they have to speak in front of a smaller group of students. When 

students are part of a learning environment where it is less stressful, Krashen (1993) believes 

students have a higher level of language learning because they have a lower affective filter. 

Therefore, students will not only learn to read better, but they will have a higher degree of 

language learning when their environment lowers their affective filter.  

 Another benefit of literature circles is that they provide many chances for the students to 

be a part of the discussion. Burns (1998) believes that literature circles provide a classroom 

climate where students feel supported and are able become risk takers, which is incredibly 

important for ELLs to acquire language. Since all students have a pre-determined role in the 

discussion, and they are able to prepare what they are going to say before the discussion, students 

feel more comfortable participating, regardless of their proficiency level. Also, since all students 

have a role, they feel validated. 
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 The different roles are set up so that students explore a text in an engaging manner. 

Farries, Nelson & L'Allier (2007) found that with this strategy, students are making connections 

to the text, to themselves and to the world using higher order thinking skills. Students do this 

through the connecter and cultural collector roles. Ernst (1993) found that it is important for 

students to make connections between themselves, others, and the world because it helps them 

understand the content better. Students’ learning is stimulated and encouraged because it helps 

them construct meaning when they connect what they already know with something they are 

trying to learn. Teachers should try to incorporate lessons in the curriculum that encourage 

students to make these connections and focus on what students know instead of what they lack. 

 The different roles are set up for students to get a clear picture of the content they just 

read. The word master helps clear up any unknown vocabulary, the passage person pinpoints key 

passages to the text, and the summarizer orally explains what happens in the story. These roles 

are especially crucial for lower proficiency students to really understand what happens in the 

text. Once they have heard these three roles presented, they will be better prepared to explore the 

text based on the questions that the discussion leader has prepared. Swanson, Hoskyn & Lee 

(1999) indicate that one advantage of literature circles is that students are able to comprehend a 

text better because they are able to think aloud about it. This is evident through the different 

tasks that the different roles present to the discussion.  

 Lastly, students of varying proficiency levels feel validated because the literature circle 

roles allow for all students to be able to participate in the discussion, regardless of their ability 

level. Beginning level ELLs are able to start out with less-intimidating roles, such as illustrator 

where they can showcase their comprehension without feeling self-conscious about speaking in 

front of others. As they become more and more confident, they can take on other roles with more 
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responsibilities and contribute more. Students at varying ability levels benefit from this strategy 

because even those students who are shy still develop literacy skills as they share, discuss, and 

interpret the text (Martinez-Roldan & Lopez-Robinson, 1999/2000). 

 Participation is extremely important for the language needs of ELLs, and teachers should 

provide multiple strategies that effectively promote participation. The research findings 

presented in this literature review highlight the benefits of using the literature circle strategy with 

mainstream students and ELLS. The following case study will examine the effects of this 

strategy on the participation of ELLs. 

Methodology 

 The following quantitative case study examined the effects of the literature circle strategy 

on the participation of beginning, intermediate, and advanced ELLs in a classroom setting. This 

study took place over the course of eight weeks. Students participated in book discussions using 

both the literature circle strategy as well as a direct instruction approach to teaching. 

Participation in both strategies was assessed using a chart where I recorded each incidence of 

students raising their hands to speak during each of the discussions. 

Participants 

The research study consisted of ten students from three classes of 4th grade, five females 

and five males total. The participants ranged in ages between 9 and 10 years old, and they were 

selected because I noticed this group of students struggled the most with participation, and I 

believed they could benefit from the literature circle strategy. English language learners and 

children under the age of 18 years are considered a protected class of subjects in this study. The 

de-identified data will be kept in a locked file box in my office for five years.   

Of these participants, the native language of six was Burmese, two participants’ native 
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language was Karen, one participant's native language was French, and one participant’s native 

language was Spanish. Based on the 2014 NYSESLAT exam, three of the participating students 

scored at the beginning proficiency level, three scored at an intermediate proficiency level, and 

four scored at the advanced proficiency level.  These students all came from low-income 

households and were eligible for free or reduced lunch. 

Setting 

 Community. 

The following case study was conducted in the rust belt in the North East of the United 

States. School X was located in a section of the city, which has a history of immigrant 

populations. In prior generations, this area was home to immigrants from Sicily; however, the 

“past few decades, refugees and immigrants from across the world, notably from Somalia, Sudan 

and Burma (Myanmar), have come to call this growing neighborhood home” (Green 

Development Zone, 2015). According to the U.S. Department of Commerce (2005), this region 

had a poverty rate of 30.7% in 2013. This shows that the neighborhood this study was conducted 

in had a high refugee population, as well as a high poverty rate. 

 Educational setting. 

 The case study was conducted in a small urban charter school. This school was only open 

for three years at the time of the study, and included grades kindergarten through fourth grade. 

There were a total of 285 students in the school. Each grade had three classrooms, with 

approximately twenty students, and both a teacher and a teacher assistant in every room. School 

X had a high population of refugee students who spoke over twelve different languages. Some of 

the top languages spoken in this school were: Burmese, Karen, Karenni, Chin, Spanish, Arabic, 

French, Tigrinya, Nepali, and Somali. This case study was conducted in three, fourth grade 
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integrated ESL classrooms where I co-taught the lessons with a classroom teacher and teacher 

assistant. Although the students’ ELA block lasted 90 minutes, because of scheduling constraints, 

I was only in the classroom for 35 minutes every day. When I was in the room, I co-taught with 

the classroom teacher the lesson. Upon leaving, if the students were not finished with the lesson, 

the classroom teacher would take over and complete the rest of the lesson. All students in the 

class, including ELLs and non-ELLs, completed the literature circle activities. However, this 

research, and the data that was collected, focused on one group of ELLs from each classroom 

that I led during discussion groups.  

Variables 

 The dependent variable being researched in this study was student participation as 

evidenced with the number of times students raised their hands to participate during a lesson. 

The independent variable in this study was the use of literature circles as an intervention. Within 

this study, students engaged in literature circles through receiving direct instruction of the roles, 

observing modeling and scaffolding of literature circle role sheets, and participating in student-

led discussion. It was hypothesized that the use of literature circles as an intervention and 

independent variable would have a positive effect on the dependent variable of participation.  

Design  

 Exploring the strategy. 

Daniels (1999, 2002) presented four roles, with five optional roles the teacher could pick 

and choose from as they deemed fit. The roles were adapted in this case study, and included: 

discussion leader, summarizer, word master, passage person, connector, and artistic adventurer. A 

discussion leader was responsible for creating questions, which led the discussion; invited 

students to participate; and helped students during the discussion as needed. The summarizer 
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orally summarized the reading for the other students before the discussion took place. The word 

master defined new vocabulary words or important words from the reading and then used them 

in a sentence. The passage person explained significant passages from the text, and told why 

these were important. The connector made connections between characters or events in the story 

to other stories the students had read or to their lives or cultures. Lastly, the artistic adventurer 

drew a scene or cartoon, and helped make a setting or event clearer. These roles changed day-to-

day, and each student had a chance to try each one, as ability level increased. 

In order for the students to get a deep understanding of the different roles associated with 

literature circles, I started off by providing direct instruction of the different roles. Students 

learned what the different roles were, and what was required of each. The participants had just 

finished spending two weeks learning about Susan B. Anthony and had explored a reading 

passage during some of those lessons. I modeled the literature circle roles using the reading 

passage they already had read and discussed, so instead of spending time explaining the content 

of the passage, I could focus the lesson on explaining how to complete the role sheets. As I 

modeled how to fill out the role sheets, the students filled out a guidance packet during the 

lesson, so they could refer to it when they filled out their individual role sheets in future lessons 

(Appendix D). After modeling all the role sheets, I went over an anchor chart, which contained 

friendly discussion sentence starters. This was included because it was important for students to 

understand how to respond respectfully to other people’s answers in order to maintain a safe and 

supportive classroom environment.  

Originally, I had planned on presenting the six roles over the course of six lessons in 

order for the students to get a strong grasp of what was expected for each role. Daniels (1999, 

2002) recommends presenting each over the course of many lessons. However, because of time 
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constraints with the curriculum, I had to present all 6 roles in one 45-minute lesson.  

 The ESL teacher, classroom teacher, and teacher assistant then ran a mock literature circle 

in order to model for the students how the discussion should be conducted. Each teacher shared a 

different role sheet by reading what they filled out, and then the other members were encouraged 

to share a comment, connection, or suggestion. Each teacher also modeled how to respond using 

the friendly discussion sentence starters (Appendix E). 

 Literature circle. 

 Daniels (1999, 2000) mentions the importance of students having a choice as to which 

book they will explore during a literature circle. However, due to the NYS adoption of the ELA 

modules, students read the book The Hope Chest by Karen Schwabach as a complement to the 

woman’s rights modules. Students were split up into two groups in order to read the assigned 

chapter. I led the group of ELLs in order to ensure their language needs were being met, as well 

as to collect the data. I handed out a different role sheet to each member of the group for them to 

look over, so they could be actively thinking of how to complete it as they read. Students took 

turns reading sections of the chapter aloud. While reading, I made sure to have the students stop 

periodically throughout in order to check for understanding, and emphasize key events.  

After finishing the chapter, the students independently completed their role sheets. I 

assisted as needed, and reminded them to refer to their guidance packet as a model. Once they 

were all finished, students participated in the literature circle discussion. Each student shared 

what they wrote on their role sheets, and then the discussion leader invited students to raise their 

hands and share any comments, connections, or suggestions they had. Students were reminded to 

use the sentence starters from the friendly discussion anchor chart (Appendix D).  

Data Collection  
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 During the case study, I collected quantitative data. I tracked the number of times students 

raised their hands to participate during both a typical book discussion and a literature circle 

discussion. Every time a student raised his hand to participate, I put a tally mark in a chart. The 

purpose of the data collected in this study was to see how the literature circle strategy affected 

the number of times ELLs raised their hands. Parents and students completed consent forms in 

order to participate in this study.  

Procedure 

 The procedure of this case study was broken into two stages. The first stage of this study 

consisted of the ESL teacher, classroom teacher, and teacher assistant modeling and explaining 

the strategy. The second stage of the study was to collect data over the course of six lessons, 

utilizing an A-B research design. In the A lesson, the students were in a whole-group setting, and 

the teacher asked the students to orally answer 6 discussion questions based on the chapter. In the 

B lesson, the students participated in the literature circle strategy. Data was collected based on 

the number of times students raised their hands to participate throughout the A-B lessons in order 

to see how the literature circle strategy affected their participation. 

Findings 

 The data was collected in three, fourth grade classrooms during ELA for six class periods. 

These periods lasted 60 minutes each and the classroom teacher and teacher assistant joined me 

in instructing and leading the lessons. I was present during the whole-group book discussions 

and literature circle discussions and used the checklist to chart the ELLs data, which will be 

discussed further in this section of the paper. The data was analyzed using Microsoft Excel.  

The data in table 1 shows that students participated more during the literature circle 

lessons versus the normal discussion lessons as measured by students raising their hands to 
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contribute to the discussion. The effects of the whole-group discussion and literature circle 

discussion can be found in table 1. Table 1 shows that 8/10 students increased participation from 

lesson 1, which was the normal discussion, to lesson 6, which was the literature circle lesson. 

Participant C, D, and I did not participate at all during the normal discussion lessons, however 

participated at least once in the second and third literature circle lessons. According to Table 1, 

50% of the participants had the highest participation rate during the last literature circle lesson. 

The other 50% of participants still participated more as a whole during the literature circle 

lessons versus the normal discussion lessons.  

Table 1 

Total Participation for All Students during All Lessons 

Participant Lesson 1 

(Normal 

Discussion) 

Lesson 2 

(Literature Circle) 

Lesson 3 

(Normal 

Discussion) 

Lesson 4 

(Literature Circle) 

Lesson 5 

(Normal 

Discussion) 

Lesson 6 

(Literature Circle) 

A 1 3 0 3 4 4 

B 1 1 0 1 0 1 

C 0 0 0 1 0 1 

D 0 0 0 3 0 3 

E 2 2 0 2 1 2 

F 1 2 0 3 1 3 

G Absent 3 1 4 2 6 

H 2 2 0 3 1 4 

I 0 0 0 1 0 2 

J 1 1 Absent 1 1 3 
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Although this strategy positively affected all students, Participant A, a male at the 

advanced proficiency, seemed to have the largest increase in participation from the first to the 

last lesson. This student went from participating only once during the normal discussion, to 4 

times during the last literature circle lesson. This is a 400% increase in participation.  

Figure 1. Average Participation during Whole-Group Discussion and Literature Circle Lessons 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The total number of times students participated during the literature circle lessons 

increased as the lessons progressed. From the first literature circle lesson to the third literature 

circle lesson, on average students participated 207% more. The average number of times students 

participated was much higher during the literature circle lessons in comparison to the normal 

discussion lessons, which is displayed in Figure 1. By comparing the participation from the third 

normal discussion to the third literature circle lesson, it is evident that on average students 

participated 290% more. 

Students at the Beginning level proficiency also seemed to have a positive effect from 

this strategy. According to Table 2, participant C and I did not participate during any of the 
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normal discussion lessons; however ended up participating at least once during the second and 

third literature circle lessons. Participant I was also greatly affected by this strategy because she 

went from not participating at all during the first lesson to twice during the last lesson.  

Table 2 

Participation for Beginning Level Proficiency Participants 

Participant Lesson 1 

(Normal 

Discussion) 

Lesson 2 

(Literature Circle) 

Lesson 3 

(Normal 

Discussion) 

Lesson 4 

(Literature Circle) 

Lesson 5 

(Normal 

Discussion) 

Lesson 6 

(Literature Circle) 

C 0 0 0 1 0 1 

G Absent 3 1 3 2 3 

I 0 0 0 1 0 2 

 

The results of this strategy showed that students at the intermediate proficiency level 

made the most gains in participation using this strategy. According to Table 3, Student B went 

from participating only one time during the first normal discussion to 4 times at the last literature 

circle. Similarly, Student F went from participating only once during the first normal discussion 

to three times at the last literature circle discussion.  

Figure 2. Average Participation for Intermediate Proficiency Participants 
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Table 3 

 Participation for Intermediate Proficiency Participants 

Participant Lesson 1 

(Normal 

Discussion) 

Lesson 2 

(Literature Circle) 

Lesson 3 

(Normal 

Discussion) 

Lesson 4 

(Literature Circle) 

Lesson 5 

(Normal 

Discussion) 

Lesson 6 

(Literature Circle) 

B 1 1 0 1 0 4 

D 0 0 0 3 0 3 

F 1 2 0 3 1 3 

 

 Students at the advanced proficiency level as a whole also made gains in their 

participation from using this strategy. The data in Table 4 shows that three out of four students at 

this proficiency level increased from the first literature circle lesson to the third literature circle 

lesson. Also, one student in particular, participant J, ended up participating 300% more during 

the last literature circle lesson than she did from the beginning.  

Table 4 

Participation for Advanced Proficiency Participants 

Participant Lesson 1 

(Normal 

Discussion) 

Lesson 2 

(Literature Circle) 

Lesson 3 

(Normal 

Discussion) 

Lesson 4 

(Literature Circle) 

Lesson 5 

(Normal 

Discussion) 

Lesson 6 

(Literature Circle) 

A 1 3 0 3 4 4 

E 2 2 0 2 1 2 

H 2 2 0 3 1 4 

J 1 1 Absent 1 1 3 

 

The effects of the whole-group discussion and literature circle discussion on boys versus 
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girls can be found in Figure 3. The data shows that both genders participated more during both 

the literature circle and normal discussions. The female participants on average participated 

128% times more than the male participants during the last literature circle lesson. Also, the 

female participants on average participated more than the male participants during the last 

normal discussion lesson.   

Figure 3. Average Participation for Boys and Girls 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The results of this case study suggest that literature circles were effective in increasing 

student participation during a book discussion. The students’ participation was tracked using a 

tally chart during both whole-group book discussions and literature circle discussions. The 

teacher used a chart which required simple tally marks be made whenever a student raised their 

hand to participate during a discussion. This made the data collection possible while delivering 

the lesson. Students at the intermediate proficiency level benefitted the most as a result of this 

strategy. Also, females responded to this strategy more effectively compared to males. Although 

these two groups of students benefitted the most, all students’ participation was positively 

affected by this strategy.   

Discussion 
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 In the general education classroom, ELLs are not provided with enough opportunities to 

practice speaking. The findings of this study show that 80% of the students participated more as 

a result of the literature circle roles. On average, the students participated 207% more during the 

literature circle strategy in comparison to normal discussions. The results of this study showed 

that the literature circle strategy was an effective strategy that not only provided students an 

opportunity to speak, but created an environment in which they felt comfortable doing so.  

In this study, the ELLs at the intermediate proficiency level made the most gains in 

participation from this strategy. Student B went from only participating once during the normal 

discussion to four times during the last literature circle discussion. It is extremely important for 

the ELLs at the intermediate level to be exposed to the literature circle strategy because they are 

the ones who need to practice their speaking skills the most. This strategy gives them the push 

they need to use the language because they are able to come to the discussion prepared and are 

more confident as a result of the preparation using the role sheets. This subgroup responded more 

frequently than in the whole group discussion because they felt comfortable with the small group 

setting. 

Students at the beginning proficiency level also participated more as a result of this 

strategy. Two students who normally struggle with participating in group settings, and did not 

participate during any of the normal discussions, ended up participating during the second and 

third literature circle lessons. Although this subgroup did not have the highest percentile gains in 

participation, this strategy created the environment they needed to feel comfortable practicing 

language and participating. If these students were exposed to this strategy more, it could make a 

significant impact on their speaking abilities.  

Students were more willing to participate with this strategy for many reasons. The 
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students participated more with this strategy because they were able to explore a specific aspect 

of the story, as opposed to the whole text, before being involved in the discussion. They probably 

felt more prepared, and more comfortable since they spent more time thinking about the key 

events from the chapter. The role sheets gave students a purpose and a means to contribute to the 

group.  The students seemed to enjoy using the polite conversation frames, and it helped 

students’ opinions feel valued and respected. Because the students were in smaller groups, it 

lowered their affective filter and helped them feel more confident to share.  

The data showed that girls participated more on a whole during both whole-group and 

literature circle strategies in comparison to the boys. This could possibly be because the book, 

The Hope Chest, has a girl as a main character. Researchers recommend that students be able to 

choose what books they read using the literature circle. Originally, I had planned on allowing 

students to choose from two or three books. However, due to the NYS adoption of the ELA 

modules, we had to use this book as a complement to the woman’s rights modules. In the future, 

I will find two other options of books that tie in to the women’s rights movement, but that have a 

boy as the main character. This may instill more interest in the male students and in turn may 

increase their participation during the discussions. 

 Daniels (2012) believes that the teacher should be the facilitator in the literature circle 

discussion instead of the leader. During the first four lessons, I felt that I was leading the 

discussions more than I had planned. This could be because the students were relatively new to 

this strategy and were still getting comfortable with it. However, during the fifth and sixth 

lessons, the students started prompting each other, asking open-ended questions based on others’ 

responses, and thoughtfully leading the book discussion. If these students had more practice with 

this strategy, they would have taken a more active leadership role, and may have even begun to 



Running head: LITERATURE CIRCLES EFFECT ON ELL PARTICIPATION  32 

 

hold the discussion without the teacher’s facilitation. 

Implications for Practice  

 Based on these findings, more ESL teachers should incorporate the literature circle 

strategy in their classrooms. Teachers should make sure that they model the strategy well by only 

introducing one new role every lesson. This way, students will get a thorough understanding of 

how to complete each role sheet. Also, students should have a choice as to what book they wish 

to read and explore. This way, all students will be much more engaged and interested in the 

topic. 

Although all teachers of ELLs should incorporate the literature circle strategy into their 

classroom, those who have Intermediate proficiency level students should definitely use this 

strategy. This strategy had the greatest effect on this cohort of students. The literature circle 

strategy would allow these students the push they need to strengthen their speaking skills.  

Implications for further research  

The results of this study show that the literature circle strategy is an effective way to 

increase participation. Future research should be conducted in order to see how students feel 

about this strategy. One way this can be done is by students filling out a questionnaire about their 

enjoyment during the discussions. Future research can also be conducted to see if this strategy 

increases a student’s reading comprehension. Comprehension tests can be administered to 

students after lessons utilizing the literature circle strategy and lessons where it was not used, to 

see if there is improvement after using this strategy.  

Researchers may also want to determine if this strategy is successful with other types of 

text. Teachers can incorporate short stories or non-fiction text to their literature circles to see if 

they receive similar results. By varying the books and the type of books, students may remain 
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more engaged and it may interest some of the other subgroups, such as the boys, to participate 

more. 

Since students increased the number of times they participated in class, there may be a 

relation between this strategy and their scores with their speaking skills on formal assessments.  

Researchers could explore how this strategy could improve ELL’s NYSESLAT scores. A future 

study could look at two classrooms, one that uses the strategy throughout the year, and one that 

does not. Then, the scores could be analyzed to see if there is a trend or not between this strategy 

and their scores on speaking tests. 

The literature circle strategy may improve an ELL’s participation in general education 

classes. The use of this strategy throughout the school year during their reading block may 

increase their participation in other content areas, such as social studies and science. Researchers 

may want to do a study to see if the continued use of this strategy increases their speaking skills 

so much that it carries over to other areas.  

Limitations 

Although the results from this study were positive, there were some limitations. 

Administration at the school placed some restraints on the study. A review of the literature 

indicated that it was important to give students a choice as to what book they would like to read 

and discuss using the literature circles. However, the administration at the school required 

students to read The Hope Chest because it was part of the New York State ELA common core 

modules. This may have affected their participation with this strategy, because they did not have 

a choice as to what they read.   

Another limitation was the limited amount of time I could spend modeling the different 

individual roles before the students started the discussions. Originally, I intended to model the 
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roles throughout six different lessons, so students could have adequate time to understand how to 

gather the information for the different role sheets. However, because of curriculum restraints, I 

could only spend one lesson modeling the different roles. Students did not seem to be affected 

much by this, and the use of the guidance packet helped provide a solid resource for them to 

refer to if they were unsure.  

I started this case study because as an ESL teacher, I found myself in classrooms where 

teachers were creating lessons to strengthen student’s reading, writing, and listening skills, 

however, rarely incorporated the speaking modality. I noticed that many ELLs who I work with 

struggled with confidence when speaking, and I wanted to research a way for them to respond to 

a reading while practicing speaking skills. I try to use a lot of strategies during my stand-alone 

ESL time, which encourage students to speak and discuss.  I felt that it would be important to 

bring some of these strategies into the ELA classrooms I push into, as well. 

Although the literature circle strategy seemed to have the greatest effect on the 

participation of the Intermediate level ELLs, I found that it had positive results on the other 

cohorts as well. Based on these results, it is critical that Intermediate level ELLs are exposed to 

strategies that help them strengthen their speaking skills, and have opportunities to practice using 

academic vocabulary as much as possible. This strategy provides them with the push they need 

to have them advance to a higher language level.  

When I initially was doing research on trends between the literature circle strategy and 

ELLs, I only was able to find one or two case studies that had been done on this demographic, 

and they were both conducted in Asia. Although this strategy has been around for almost two 

decades, it is important for teachers to understand how much it can help ELLs. It is critically 

valuable for teachers to incorporate more speaking opportunities in the classroom for this 
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demographic of students, and this strategy can help teachers and students effectively accomplish 

this objective.  
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Appendix A - Human Subject Approval Email 

 

23 September 2015  

Erika Balone  

c/o Janeil Rey, Ph.D.  

Language, Learning and Leadership  

College of Education  

Thompson Hall  

The State University of New York at Fredonia  

 

Re: Erika Balone— How the Use of Literature Circles Affects Participation of ELL 

Students 

 

Your research project using human subjects has been determined Category 1, Exempt, 

under the United States Department of Health and Human Services Code of Federal 

Regulations Title 45 Public Welfare, Part 46 Protection of Human Subjects, 46.101, 

Subpart A (b) (1) and/or (2).  

 

This document is your approval and your study titled “How the Use of Literature Circles 

Affects Participation of ELL Students ” may proceed as described, beginning on September 

28, 2015 and ending on June 30, 2016.  

 

Thank you for keeping the high standards relating to research and the protection of human 

subjects under the auspices of the State University of New York at Fredonia.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

Judith M. Horowitz, Ph.D.  

Associate Provost, Graduate Studies, Sponsored Programs and Faculty Development 

Human Subjects Administrator  
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Appendix B – Parent Consent Form 
Dear Parent/Guardian(s): 

 Your child is being invited to participate in a two-week long research study about the 

literature circle strategy. It is extremely important for English language learners to have 

access to speaking opportunities in their classroom in order to help them learn English. 

Literature circles is a fun strategy that allows students to take on different roles during a book 

discussion. Previous research has proven literature circles to be an effective way to promote 

reading and comprehension skills in a fun manner. I believe that this strategy will also help 

promote a student's speaking skills. The purpose of this study is to track how the literature 

circle strategy affects a student's participation in class. If you agree for your child to 

participate, I will be tracking the number of times your child raises their hand in class during 

six different lessons in order to see if this strategy helps increase the number of times they 

speak in class.  

 

 Your child's school has agreed to participate in this research study being conducted by 

your child's teacher, Erika Balone, and supervised by Dr. Janeil Rey through the State 

University at Fredonia. All information collected will be kept confidential; no names or 

identities of the students participating will be published or revealed to any agency. The data 

will be kept in a locked file accessible only to Mrs. Balone and Dr. Rey, the individuals 

responsible for data monitoring and analysis. The data will be destroyed five year after the 

research study has been completed. 

 

 Participation in this study is voluntary. You or your child may withdraw from 

participating at any time without prejudice. This research study involves minimal risk. If you 

have any questions please contact Erika Balone at (585) 880-3264 or Dr. Janeil Rey at 

(716)673-4650. 

 

 Attached is a consent form to participate for you to sign. Please return this form to the 

classroom teacher. You may keep a copy of the consent form. 

 

 Thank you for your assistance and cooperation. 

  

 Sincerely,  

 

 Erika Balone 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Consent To Participate    Please return to your child's classroom teacher 

 

I _____________________________ (Parent or guardian's name) have been informed about 

the research study on literature circles and give Erika Balone permission to allow my child 

____________________ (child's name) to participate in this study.   

___________________________________     __________________ 

 Parent/Guardian's signature        Date 
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Appendix C- Student Consent Form 

Dear Student: 

 You are invited to participate in a two-week long research study about the literature circle 

strategy. Literature circles is a fun strategy that lets you be in charge of a book discussion! 

You will get to choose the book you want to explore, and will get to pick the job you want to 

have during the discussion. This strategy will help you read and understand the book better, 

and will help you feel confident to speak up in class. If you agree to participate in this study, 

I will be observing you during the class and taking notes.  

 It is up to you whether or not you wish to join us for this fun activity. You can also choose 

not to participate at any time. Please sign the form below if you wish to participate.  

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Consent To Participate      Please return to Mrs. Balone 

 

 

 

I _____________________________ (Your name) have been informed about the research 

study on literature circles and choose to participate in this study.   

 

 

 

_____________________________________    __________________ 

 Participant's Name         Date 
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Appendix D- Modeling the Strategy Packet 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My Literature Circle Packet 

Name:_______________________________ 
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A Literature circle is a fun activity where you are able to share with a small group what you 

learned from reading a chapter! When we read our new novel, The Hope Chest, we will be participating 

in three different literature circles. Everyone will have a chance to try out three different roles 

(jobs) when we do this activity. 

Our literature circle roles: 

Word Master – You will get to choose two different vocabulary words to explore. First, you will go back 
to the page that it is on and re-read the sentence it is in. Then, you will find the meaning 
and use it in a sentence.  

Connector – You will be relating the events and things that happened in the chapter back to your own 
life and culture.  

Summarizer – You will be summarizing the main events that happened in the chapter.  
Artistic Adventurer- You will create a comic strip about the chapter, then describe underneath what 

you drew.  
Passage Person – You will be reading a few sentences from the chapter, and then put in your own 

words what it means and why it is important. Then, it is your turn to choose a passage 
that you feel is the most important, and then explain why it is important. 

Discussion Leader – You will be the leader of the discussion! You will choose the questions that people 
will be talking about and discussing, and it is your job to help anyone who may be 
struggling with an answer.  
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Now let’s explore the different roles… 
“Order in the Court” 

The courtroom is packed, and spectators’ voices fill the air. Supporters of 
the defendant are seated among opponents and the merely curious. 
Scattered throughout the crowd are some influential people, including 
Millard Fillmore, a former U.S. president. Everyone knows that this will be no 
ordinary trial. 

The buzz fades as the district attorney, defense lawyer, and defendant 
take their seats. The date is June 17, 1873, and the trial of Susan B. Anthony is 
about to begin. 

 
What was her crime? 

In November 1872, Anthony, three of her sisters, and several other women in 
Rochester, New York demanded that they be allowed to register as voters in 
the U.S. presidential election. Polling-site officials reluctantly did so. There 
was one problem. At that time, women had no legal right to vote in New York 
or any other state. But on November 5 –Election Day – Anthony and 13 other 
women cast votes anyway. 

A few weeks later, Anthony, already famous throughout the country, 
was arrested. That was OK with her, because she wanted a test case. If she 
could convince a jury that she had a right under the US constitution to vote, 
she would be found not guilty. Then, women across the nation would be 
invited to vote. 
                           Word Master: Let’s find the meaning! 
Directions: Choose 2 of the vocabulary words from the chapter. Look back in the book, 
and read the paragraph it is in. Try to use your clues to come up with the word's 
meaning, and then use it in your own sentence. 

 
Word:                Spectators                              
 
Sentence it is in: “The courtroom is packed, and spectators’ voices fill the air.” 
 
What do you think it means? 
______________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 
How could you use it in a sentence? 
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
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                         Connector: Connect it to your life! 

What would you do if you were in Susan B. Anthony’s place? Would you vote and 
lead the women’s right movement like she did? 
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________ 

 

Summarizer: 

Directions: Fill in the chart with notes and key words which answers each question. 
Then, put your answer altogether on the lines underneath. 

 

Somebody (Who is 

the main character in this 
chapter?) 

Wanted (What did 

they want to do?) 
But (What problem did 

they face?) 
So (How did they react? 

How did they feel?) 
Then (What did they 

end up doing?) 

__________

__________

__________ 

__________

__________

__________ 

__________

__________

__________ 

__________

__________

__________ 

__________

__________

__________ 

Now, put your answer all together in one paragraph! 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 
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Artistic Adventurer: 

Directions: Draw a cartoon sketch of what happened in the article.  
Then, write 2-3 sentences what is happening in each box of your comic strip. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________ 

 
Passage Person: 

Directions: Explain why the following sentences from the text are important. 
“A few  weeks later, Anthony, already famous throughout the country, was arrested. That 
was OK with her, because she wanted a test case..” 
______________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Now, choose your own passage (2-3 sentences) from the text that you think was 
interesting or important. Then, explain why you chose this passage! 

Quote: 
______________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
Why did you choose this passage? 
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
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Discussion Leader: 
Write your own question from the text that you just read about. Then, write 2-3 

sentences answering your question.  
What if.....? Why did....? How did....? What would happen if...? What 
caused...? What might....? How would you feel if you....? Why do you 
think...? 

 

Question 1: 

_________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________ 

 

My answer: 

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix E – Anchor Chart for Friendly Discussions  

How to respond to a classmates' answer in a respectful way: 

“I agree with ______ because....” 

 

“I politely disagree with _____ because...” 

 

“I respectfully disagree with ______________ because...” 

 

“I see why you might say that, but ...” 

 

“I'm thinking from another point of view that...” 

 

“That helps me understand this in a different way because...” 
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Appendix F- Role Sheets The Hope Chest Chapter 2 

Name:______________________________   Date: _____________________ 
Literature Circle Role Sheets – Chapter 2 

Discussion Leader: 

Directions: Circle your favorite question from the two below. Then, write 2-3 
sentences answering the question. Make sure to use specific details from the text.  

1. How do Violet's parents feel about her older sister Chloe? 

2. Why was Violet so angry with her parents? 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

Choose two sentence starters to write your own question about the chapter. Then, write 

2-3 sentences answering your question. Make sure to use specific details from the text.  

What if.....? Why did....? How did....? What would happen if...? What caused...? What 

might....? How would you feel if you....? Why do you think...? 

Question 1: _____________________ 
_______________________________
_______________________________ 
 
My answer: 
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________ 

Question 2: _____________________ 
_______________________________
_______________________________ 
 
My answer: _____________________ 
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________ 
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Name:______________________________   Date: _____________________ 
Literature Circle Role Sheets – Chapter 2 
Summarizer: 
Directions: Fill in the chart with notes and key words which answers each question. 
Then, put your answer altogether on the lines underneath. 

Somebody (Who is 

the main character in this 
chapter?) 

Wanted (What did 

they want to do?) 
But (What problem did 

they face?) 
So (How did they react? 

How did they feel?) 
Then (What did they 

end up doing?) 

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________ 

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________ 

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________ 

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________ 

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________ 

 

Now, put your answer all together in one paragraph! 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 
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Name:______________________________   Date: _______________ 
Literature Circle Role Sheets – Chapter 2 

Word Master: 

Directions: Choose 2 of the vocabulary words from the chapter. Look back in the 
book, and read the paragraph it is in. Try to use your clues to come up with the word's 

meaning, and then use it in your own sentence. 

Word: ______towered (p.2)__________________ 

 

Sentence it is in: “Father towered. He was broad 

and massive, like the bank where he worked.”  

 

What do you think it means? 

________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________ 

 

How could you use it in a sentence? 
________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________ 

Word: ______wretched(p.3)_________________ 

 

Paragraph it is in: “I don't care”..... 

 

What do you think it means? 

________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________ 

 

How could you use it in a sentence? 

________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________ 
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Name:______________________________   Date: _______________ 

Literature Circle Role Sheets – Chapter 2 

Passage Person: 

Directions: Explain why the following passage from the text is important. 

“All her life, violet had accepted that her parents made decisions, and whether 

Violet liked it or not, that was the way things were. But this was too much. The 

letters had been written just for her, by Chloe, the only person in the family who 

had ever told her anything except how to behave. And she hadn't stolen them; 

they'd been stolen from her. It was completely unfair, and Violet wasn't going to 

put up with it.” 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

Now, choose 2-3 sentences from the text that you think was interesting or 

important. Then, explain why you chose this passage! 

Quote: 

___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Why did you choose this passage? 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 
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Name:______________________________   Date: _______________ 

Literature Circle Role Sheets – Chapter 2 

Connector: 

In Chapter 2, Violet had her letters taken away from her by her parents. Have you 
ever had someone take away something that was important to you? How did it make 
you feel? What did you do? 
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________ 
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Name:______________________________   Date: _______________ 
Literature Circle Role Sheets – Chapter 2 

Artistic Adventurer: 

Directions: Draw a cartoon sketch of what happened in the story.  
Then, write 2-3 sentences what is happening in each box of your comic strip. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________ 
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Appendix G- Role Sheets The Hope Chest Chapter 4 

 

Name:______________________________   Date: _____________________ 
Literature Circle Role Sheets – Chapter 4 

Discussion Leader: 

Directions: Choose one question to answer from below. Then, write 2-3 
sentences answering the question. Make sure to use specific details from the text.  
 

1. How does Violet feel about Mrs. Renwick? Why?  

2. At the end of the chapter, Violet wrote that she felt she would have rather been 
born a boy. Why did she say this? 
______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

Directions: Choose two sentence starters to write your own question about the chapter. 

Then, write 2-3 sentences answering your question. Make sure to use specific details 

from the text.  

What if.....? Why did....? How did....? What would happen if...? What caused...? What 

might....? How would you feel if you....? Why do you think...? 

Question 1: _____________________ 
_______________________________
_______________________________ 
 
My answer: 
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________ 

Question 2: _____________________ 
_______________________________
_______________________________ 
 
My answer: _____________________ 
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________ 
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Name:______________________________   Date: _____________________ 
Literature Circle Role Sheets – Chapter 4 
Summarizer: 
Directions: Fill in the chart with notes and key words which answers each question. 
Then, put your answer altogether on the lines underneath. 

Somebody (Who is 

the main character in this 
chapter?) 

Wanted (What did 

they want to do?) 
But (What problem did 

they face?) 
So (How did they react? 

How did they feel?) 
Then (What did they 

end up doing?) 

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________ 

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________ 

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________ 

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________ 

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________ 

 

Now, put your answer all together in one paragraph! 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 
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Name:______________________________    Date: 
_______________ 

Literature Circle Role Sheets – Chapter 4 
Word Master: 

Directions: Choose 2 of the vocabulary words from the chapter. Look back in the book, 
and read the paragraph it is in. Try to use your clues to come up with the word's meaning, and 

then use it in your own sentence. 

Word:                   Compromise 
Paragraph it is in: “Her navy blue pleated skirt and matching 

sailor’s middy blouse were what Mother called a compromise. 

Mother liked to dress Violet in fluffy white dresses with lots of 

petticoats, a sash and ribbons of violet satin, and a hat with 

artificial violets around the brim. Violet would have preferred 

overalls.” (p.18) 
What do you think compromise means? 

________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________ 

 

How could you use it in a sentence? I made a 

compromise when ____________________________ 
________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________ 

Word:              hope chest 

Paragraph it is in: “A hope chest was a big 

wooden trunk that a girl was supposed to fill with 

things she’d need when she was married – 

tablecloths and bed linens and dishes and things 

like that.” (p.21) 

What do you think it means? 

________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________ 

 

How could you use hope chest in a sentence? 

________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________ 

Word:                  grimy 

Paragraph it is in: “She turned and looked out the 

window at a smoke-blackened brick factory, its 

hundreds of windowpanes too grimy to see 

through.” (p.28) 

 

What do you think grimy means? 
________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________ 

How could you use it in a sentence? 

________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________ 

Word:                 deflated 

Paragraph it is in: “Violet felt deflated. She 

flopped back on the prickly green train seat, even 

though she could hear Mother in her head scolding 

that a lady doesn’t ever let her back touch the back 

of her chair.” (p.28) 

What do you think deflated means? 

________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________ 

How could you use it in a sentence? I felt deflated 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________ 
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Name:______________________________   Date: _______________ 

Literature Circle Role Sheets – Chapter 4 

Passage Person: 

Directions: Explain why the following passage from the text is 

important. 

“All the more reason your sister ought to have stayed home to help. In my 

day,  girl’s greatest joy was being of service to her brothers. I myself 

worked my fingers to the bone in a glove factory to pay my brother’s tuition 

(money to go to school) at Harvard. And I felt privileged to do so,” Mrs 

Renwick said defiantly, as if Violet had suggested she hadn’t. “Privileged to 

do so. But I suppose your sister is one of those New Women.” She made it 

sound like a disease.” (pg. 25) 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 
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Name:______________________________   Date: _______________ 

Literature Circle Role Sheets – Chapter 4 

Connector: 

In Chapter 2, Violet travels to New York City to try to find Chloe. She was very 
brave, as she was only eleven years old. Tell about a time when you did something on 
your own that was very brave. How did you feel? Did you run in to any problems?  
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________ 
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Name:______________________________   Date: _______________ 
Literature Circle Role Sheets – Chapter 4 

Artistic Adventurer: 

Directions: Draw a cartoon sketch of what happened in the story.  
Then, write 2-3 sentences what is happening in each box of your comic strip. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________

______________________________ 
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Appendix H- Role Sheets The Hope Chest Chapter 6 

Name:______________________________   Date: _____________________ 
Literature Circle Role Sheets – Chapter 6 

Discussion Leader: 

Directions: Choose one question to answer from below. Then, write 2-3 
sentences answering the question. Make sure to use specific details from the text.  
 

What problems do Violet and Myrtle run into in Chapter 6? 

Chapter 4 ended with Violet and Myrtle on their way to the train station to try to 
go to Washington D.C. To find Chloe. But, they don't have enough money for the trip. 
What do you predict might happen when they get to the train station? 
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
____________________ 
 
Directions: Choose one or two sentence starters to write your own question about the 
chapter. Then, write 2-3 sentences answering your question. Make sure to use specific 
details from the text.  
 
What if.....? Why did....? How did....? What would happen if...? What caused...? What 

might....? How would you feel if you....? Why do you think...? 

Question 1: _____________________ 
_______________________________
_______________________________ 
 
My answer: 
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________ 

Question 2: _____________________ 
_______________________________
_______________________________ 
 
My answer: _____________________ 
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________
_______________________________ 
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                                                 Summarizer: 
Directions: Fill in the chart with notes and key words which answers each question. 
Then, put your answer altogether on the lines underneath. 

Somebody (Who is 

the main character in this 
chapter?) 

Wanted (What did 

they want to do?) 
But (What problem did 

they face?) 
So (How did they react? 

How did they feel?) 
Then (What did they 

end up doing?) 

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________ 

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________ 

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________ 

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________ 

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________

__________ 

 

Now, put your answer all together in one paragraph! 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 
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Word Master: 

Directions: Choose 2 of the vocabulary words from the chapter. Look back in the 
book, and read the paragraph it is in. Try to use your clues to come up with the word's 

meaning, and then use it in your own sentence. 

Word:                   harried 

Paragraph it is in: “He had a thin, harried look, as 

if he hadn't gotten enough sleep in several years.” 

(page 43) 

What do you think harried means? 

________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________ 

 

How could you use harried  in a sentence?  

___________________________________________ 
________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________ 

Word:              worthwhile 

Paragraph it is in: “Chloe's been a suffragist ever 

since she was in high school.”, she said. “Even 

then she worked on petitions and things. Well it's a 

very worthwhile cause,” said Mr. Martin.  

What do you think worthwhile means? 

________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________ 

 

How could you use worthwhile in a sentence? 

________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________ 

Word:                  absorbed 

Paragraph it is in: “A man was sitting in one of the 

chairs, absorbed in a book.” (page 43) 

What do you think absorbed means? 
________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________ 

 

How could you use absorbed in a sentence? 

________________________________ 

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________ 
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Passage Person: 

Directions: Explain what the following passage means and what it tells us 

about Mr.  Martin.“Chloe's been a suffragist ever since she was in high school,” 

she said. “Even then she worked on petitions and things.”  

“Well, it's a very worthwhile cause,” said Mr. Martin. 

Violet looked at him, surprised. “You think so?” 

“Of course. Denying equal suffrage to women is a terrible injustice.” 

Violet was astonished. She had heard people say this before – Chloe chief 

among them- but she'd never heard a man say it. She hadn't really though a man 

could want votes for women. Father certainly didn't.” (page 46) 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 
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Connector: 

In Chapter 6, Violet and Myrtle run into a major problem when they go to the Settlement 
house. They find that Chloe went to Washington D.C. and is no longer in New York City. 
Describe a time when something has gone wrong that you had planned. What did you 
end up doing? 
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________
______________________________________ 
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Artistic Adventurer: 
 

Directions: Draw a cartoon sketch of what happened in the story.  
Then, write 2-3 sentences what is happening in each box of your comic strip. 
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______________________________

______________________________

______________________________ 
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______________________________

______________________________

______________________________ 
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______________________________

______________________________
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______________________________

______________________________
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