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76: Literature Circles: Developing 
Independent Reading at KS3 
Sarah Thomas describes the Literature Circles project 
which her department operates throughout KS3 to 
encourage independent reading and discussion and 
prepare students for the demands of KS4. 

 
 

What’s the point? 
As English teachers, we are blessed with a substantial freedom at KS3 (in contrast perhaps with 
KS2 and KS4): the lack of a scripted curriculum. This freedom leaves us room for creativity and 
innovation. Enter literature circles – the perfect way to structure a KS3 reading scheme, and a 
wonderful way to help ‘meet the needs of all learners’ (especially if you teach in mixed attainment 
groupings, as I do) while also increasing student engagement, independence and confidence.  

Literature circles are a fairly old school (pun intended) American strategy: they are a bit like book 
clubs. We start every year in KS3 with a scheme structured in this slightly unusual way.  The 
continuity across KS3 means that once you’ve set everything up in Year 7, the other years run like 
clockwork.  

Choosing Texts 
Students choose (indicate their preference for) a particular text from a list of options that have a 
common focal point: in Year 7, we read novels in verse; in Year 8, it’s fiction from other times and 
places; in Year 9, we focus on science fiction and dystopian literature. Each of these themes 
connects to a topic they will study at KS4: poetry, fiction from other eras (such as WWI and WWII, 
Early Modern plays and Victorian literature), and dystopian fiction (Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go). 
The KS3 texts are predominantly middle grade or young adult fiction, and thus students are more 
easily able to access the texts without teacher support (as long as you ensure there is a wide 
range of readability options).  

In general, I offer about six options to students and I keep group size close to four: occasionally 
there will be a group of five or three, but I’ve found four to be an ideal number. If you have six 
students who want to read the same text, I suggest splitting them into two groups of three to 
ensure accountability and focus. I’m always up-front with students that they should consider their 
interest in the topic and their confidence as a reader when indicating their preferences. I will over-
ride their preferences if necessary, and I will not place them in a group with just their friends. 
Students rank order all of the options and I aim to match them with one of their top three choices.  

Planning and Preparation 
This is a reading scheme: the primary aim is to encourage students to become independent 
readers. The second aim is to help them develop their speaking and listening skills, alongside 
developing their exposure to a broad variety of texts. While the preparation for this scheme is 
intense – you must prepare all the resources before you begin and invest time in modelling how 
you expect groups to function – the payoff comes as students settle into a routine and begin to 
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self-manage their own learning. The majority of each lesson will be devoted to reading in groups, 
with some groups using audiobooks to support them and the teacher and/or teaching assistant 
also rotating to support groups as needed.  

Before beginning the scheme, each text is ‘chunked’ into about ten separate parts to create ten 
separate reading lessons. Students are then responsible for reading that day’s ‘chunk’ and follow 
up by discussing what they’ve read. I use a technique called the ‘say something’ strategy to keep 
discussions on track: students must ask a question, clarify a misunderstanding or make a comment 
or connection. In each lesson, there is a reading captain – a student responsible for knowing the 
starting and stopping points, facilitating reading, tracking the discussion using a simple log (only 
ticks required) and eventually awarding a coveted house point to the star reader in their group.  

Structuring Lessons 
A typical lesson might begin with refreshing students’ memories about one of the discussion 
tactics, (e.g., what does it sound like when we make a connection between this text and something 
else?) Then the teacher displays the reading chunks and students split into groups, gathering their 
materials (books, logs, discussion cue cards if necessary) along the way. One or two groups might 
plug headphones into a jack splitter and listen to the audiobook on a laptop. Another group might 
work with the teaching assistant. When groups finish reading, they fill in their logs (guided by the 
reading captain). If they’re done early, they might begin working on a cumulative project that shows 
their understanding of the novel – or they might research the answer to a question that popped up 
during discussion. Before packing up, students might fill in an exit ticket about their protagonist.  

The first lesson or two can feel daunting: what do you mean, let them get on with it? But how many 
of us complain about our students’ lack of independence at KS4 and KS5? If you want independent 
learners further down the line, you must start giving students independence now. When I first 
introduced this concept at my current school, the only other English teacher was our deputy head, 
an amazing and experienced educator who thought I was a little bit crazy for suggesting this 
concept. But she kindly indulged my whimsy and found that, magically, students did begin to work 
independently in class, and that they did, in fact, finish all their reading.  

As a caveat to this magic, it is worth noting that in Year 7 we do model the strategies required with 
a short whole class reader before launching the literature circles. You could also model the strategy 
with a short story or other brief text before allowing students to delve into a full novel. 

Top Tips 

• Don’t give up if you can’t afford new texts. This set-up is a great way to make use of 
incomplete sets of KS3 texts that may be gathering dust in the cupboard.  

• Don’t be afraid to keep it simple: the work in this scheme is the reading and talking 
(speaking and listening). Avoid temptation to rely on written work as evidence of reading.  

• Do check in often with exit tickets or a central discussion question at the end of the lesson. 

• Do invest in audiobooks, either on CD or (better and cheaper) through an Audible account 
for your school.  

• Do create a flexible assessment that will allow all students to demonstrate their knowledge. 
You could set a traditional essay question that would fit all texts. How does the protagonist 
change over the course of the novel? How well does the author construct a convincing 
alternative reality? How does the author explore the theme of belonging in the text? 

• Ask for feedback from students at key points.  What do you need more help with 
individually or as a group? How engaging was the text? What would make this set up 
easier/more fun next year? 


