CLASS LIBRARY

Why a class library?

In most secondary schools the hours of lessons dedicated to English are very few: three hours of English a week are not enough to allow our students to reach a level of competence superior to a basic survival level.

Giving the students something to read at home can be a way to increase their time of exposure to the foreign language in a relaxed, often enjoyable way.

The possibility to choose an individual text instead of a class reader makes the students become active participants in their learning process as they can choose that book which better corresponds to their level of English and to their reading tastes: horror story, love story, adventure, thrillers.

We must also consider the fact that most of our students are not used to read, not even in their mother tongue: they consider reading as something related to school duties and generally connected to old and boring books. Therefore a relaxed, enjoyable reading experience is something they may have never experienced before and they may find it particularly exciting. 

There is another important aspect to bear in mind: the students experience a sense of personal achievement when they read their first book in English, a result they thought almost impossible to reach. 

They might in time develop a reading habit: they will feel positive towards text in English they can understand and therefore gain confidence in themselves and in their language knowledge. The most rewarding part of this job is when a student comes to me and says “I really enjoyed this book!” or when someone asks a new book to read “to improve my English”. 

In the biennio our students are usually asked to face short texts on their coursebooks and nothing more: how will they feel in the triennio, when they will be asked to read their literature book in English, if not even a complete literary work? Extensive reading started in the biennio with the correct material at the right level of difficulty will prepare them to face literature better in the triennio. 

The use of graded readers allows everyone to find his/her level of reading material and gives the teacher the possibility to activate a really student’s centered approach. 

The choice of a particular level for a particular student must be carefully pondered: if we give a very easy book to a good student, he will enjoy himself but learn little; if we give a difficult book to a poor student he will feel frustrated and experience a sense of failure. 

How to create a class library?

One of the solutions might be that of asking the school to buy readers for the classes, but in my opinion it has been impossible to overcome the bureaucratic difficulties of the matter.

The best solution has been that of asking a small contribution to the students in their first year of secondary school, a kind of enrolling fee, corresponding more or less to the purchase of a book 

This small amount permits them to enter into a circuit of loans for four years in their secondary education and to choose always among different books.

The first year I had only 25 volumes, then, year after year, I have built a library of 180 volumes of different levels, from beginners to upper-intermediate or unabridged. 

It is important to keep a record of lent books for many reasons: firstly because it will be easier to trace back books which can’t be found anymore. Secondly because the teacher should avoid to give the same book twice to the same student (who’s trying to be clever!). I use a copybook to note down every loan, but this can be easily organized in a computer file.

The page should contain the following information for each book:

Title ………………..

Catalogue no. ……………..

Editor and level ………………

Lent to ………………….

From …………. To ………….

How to choose books for the library?

There are many editors who publish graded readers among which it is possible to find books for every taste. The most important collections are 

Oxford University Press: there are several collections: Bookworm Readers, Factfiles, Dominoes. 

Longman, Penguin Readers: specialized in modern stories and movies.

Cideb, Black Cat readers

Heinemann Guided Readers

Lang Password Readers

Petrini Editore

La Spiga Audio Books: very cheap editions with or without cassettes

Express Publishing

Editrice Pagine

The choice of the books must not be limited to a single collection, as the most important aspect is to create an interesting, stimulating environment which can arouse interest and curiosity in our students. Although prose narrative is the genre which predominates in these collections, some nice books of poems or drama can be suggested, in order to offer to the students a greater varieties of styles and themes. Some collections also include monographic works about the environment, history or geography.

Audio cassettes and CD’s  are available in most of the cases, but this material can easily be damaged or lost. Moreover, in my opinion the company of a good book in a private moment of silence can be only spoiled by the disturbing voice of a tape-recorder.

To assess or not to assess?

The problem of assessment can be dealt with in various ways, either in written or in oral form, or it can be skipped completely and left to personal responsibility, sure that those who really read in English will soon benefit from their efforts.

I chose to assess three reading texts a year: Summer holidays, Christmas period, Easter holidays. I give also the students the possibility to read other books on a voluntary basis without being assessed.

I usually give them at least a month to finish a book, even if I know that they always end up by reading all the book in the last two days. If this can be easily the case with elementary readers, it becomes impossible with longer texts which require many hours of reading practice, so a bit of long-term organization on the side of the students is a must.

Assessment varies according to the competence of the reader. In the first year a short summary and a few questions on the story will do: no translation and no exercises will be asked, as the aim of this activity is to develop strategies connected to extensive reading, like extracting the general sense, creating expectations, summing up ideas, expressing opinions.

At an elementary level some optional activities may be based on the analysis of a single, favourite character in the story, as the following ones:

· write a character’s physical and psychological description;

· write a character’s life-line, following his experiences in chronological order;

· write a letter to your favourite character, in which you tell him/her what you like and dislike in his/her story;

· Interview a character from your book: write questions and answers.

A few more observations about assessment can come handy: always give the students the opportunity to communicate their results orally, as written essays done at home might not always be the result of a personal, individual work; never give the same assessment twice: students will copy their friends’ essays; never ask for a general comment: what you’ll get  will be a text downloaded from the Internet.

In the triennio the kind of assessment depends on the course of English made by the class. I usually start a course of text analysis in the second year, so that the students’ comments on the books become little by little more technical and based on specific critical aspects.

Graded readers, as well as unabridged texts, are used during FCE Cambridge examinations as a starting point to test written abilities and the practice of extensive reading is highly recommended in the official papers regarding the preparation for the FCE exams. 

Hereafter I enclose a couple of questionnaires I have often used to evaluate reading abilities: the first, called Book Review is more general and suitable for a second class. The other one, called Reading File, is more technical and suitable, therefore, for a third and fourth class.

BOOK REVIEW

1.
GENERAL INFORMATION

Title: ………………………

Author: ……………………

Read by: …………………..

From ………. to …………..

2
STRUCTURE OF THE NOVEL/SHORT STORY

Setting: …………………….

Type of Narrator: I/III person, obtrusive/unobtrusive, omniscient/not omniscient

Point of View:  …………….

Predominant narrative mode: (narration, description, dialogue)

3.
SUMMARY OF MAIN EVENTS (no more than 100 words)

Starting situation: …………..

Development: ………………

Ending: ……………………..

4.
MAIN CHARACTERS

Who is the protagonist? Describe him/her physically. Describe his/her character.

Who is the character you liked most? Why?

Who is the character you disliked most? Why?

5.
STYLE AND LANGUAGE

Sentence structure: (long, short, easy, complex, repetitive)

Vocabulary: (easy, difficult, what is the main area covered?)

6.
PERSONAL OPINION

Did you like this book? Why?

What part of the story did you like best?

Who would you recommend this book to?

READING FILE

GENERAL INFORMATION

Title: ………………………………

Author: ……………………………

Year of publication: ………………

Type of book: …………………….

STRUCTURE AND STYLE

Narrator (I/III person narrator, omniscient/non-omniscient; obtrusive/unobtrusive)

Setting (where and when does the story take place? Does the setting change during the story?)

Narrative mode (what narrative mode is predominant?) 

Style (is the language difficult? Are sentences long or short? Is vocabulary rich or simple?

CHARACTERS

Who are the main characters?

Who is the protagonist?

What is he/she like?

Are there any antagonists?

Are there many minor characters?

Whose point of view is given?

PLOT/STORY

What is the book about?

Is there a climax?

Are there examples of flashbacks and/or anticipations?

What happens in the end?

What are the main themes of the story?

PERSONAL OPINION

Did you enjoy this book? Why?

What part of the story did you like best?

What would you change in it?

Who is your favourite character?

Who would you recommend this book to?
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