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Why Book Clubs are more important today than ever before? 

The internet and social networks give us great opportunities to learn, to find any information we 

want, to interact with people from all over the world. But there are and the dark side of this 

technology. Modern life drastically changed, every day we consume a lot of information we don’t 

even need, on the internet we are “talking” with people we don’t know from other parts of the 

world and now we see what we see – real and decent conversation becomes real challenge, 

especially for shier kids and teens, but it is what they are desperately seeking for. 

In 2014 Children’s literature center of Martynas Mažvydas National library of Lithuania did a small 

two weeks’ survey on young adults reading needs and expectations from the library. In this survey 

participated 120 readers from 12 to 22 years old. We learned that most of our visitors are great 

readers – they like reading, prefer paper books, and most of them could be persuaded to read more 

if they would be involved in activities like book clubs, meeting with authors, reading contest and so 

on.  

That’s why my dear colleague Inga Mitunevičiūtė came up with an idea to resurrect traditional 

thing for new generation to accommodate its needs. She decided to integrate all these mentioned 

activities and started book clubs. It began as reading promotion initiative – we wanted to give kids 

opportunities to find good, meaningful reading for their pastime, to show that reading could be 

pleasant and interactive activity, and of course to create a place where they can talk about books, 

find new friend and so on.  

Groups 

We formed three long term book clubs groups – one for primary school students, one for middle 

grade students, one for young adults 9
th

 to 12
th

 grade. These groups are small, consisting up to 6 

members, sometimes even less.  

Ain’t it all about the books? 
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At first most of our attention was given to books and making book club session interesting and 

interactive to kids and teens: we thought through the books selection processes, discussions points, 

meetings with authors, trips to other libraries, possible cooperation with publishing houses and etc. 

But as soon as book clubs started we found out that real students’ needs and expectations from our 

book clubs are much bigger than any of us thought. Generation Z that uses computers, mobile and 

smartphones from their early childhood, generation whose families, according to Unicef report, 

gives them less than 10 minutes a day on average, in many cases lacks attention and validation from 

adults, decent communication and debating skills also critical faculties, and they are seeking for 

places where they can belong, where they can speak freely and not be judged, place where they can 

be heard out. 4 years of these book club sessions became not just about reading promotion, books 

and libraries, bus also a soft form of bibliotherapy, friendship and social and critical skills 

development.  

Discussion, empathy and other social skills development 

One of our main objectives for book clubs was to show that reading can be pleasant and interactive. 

Sometimes we play, investigate topics and so on, but most of the time is spent on discussions. 

That’s way we have rules on what is proper discussion, how can we talk and react to others, how to 

present arguments and defend your opinion without insulting anyone and accept opposing 

worldviews.  

Negotiations also are part of book clubs life. For librarian it is easy to pick best books and give it to 

students, but also it is the easiest way to scare them away. So we try different approach. We ask 

what kid like and want to read and then through slow process we are trying to nudge them towards 

good literature. And it means sometimes a lot of time is spent deciding what to read next – everyone 

has an opinion and all group should unanimously come to solution in civilized manner.  

So through interacting with supervisors and peers and by following rules children and teens have an 

opportunity to improve their social and communication skills, become more empathetic and 

tolerant. It takes courage, self-awareness and openness to open yourself in small circle and accept 

others.  
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Of course book clubs can have positive impact on other important things, like children literacy 

skills
1
 or emotional well-being because meetings are quite cozy and warm, without any pressure or 

huge expectations from members.  

Also we are always trying to make a point about critical thinking, especially when we are working 

with teens. We are discussing how texts can manipulate us, how text can have a lot of half-truths, 

what is Aesopian language, why critical faculties and willingness to research topic are necessary, 

when we are reading books about history, culture, science and etc.  

Bibliotherapy 

In real bibliotherapy sessions there is aim to help people and for that special literature or themes are 

selected and discussed. But nor we are bibliotherapist, nor our main goal is to solve kid problems. 

But as all great readers know, books have a little bit of healing power on their own. Stories can help 

us to grasp, can help us to find possible solution to our problems or to lower stress and anxiety. And 

book clubs in this case are very useful, because it involves deep conversations. Reading fiction in 

school is mostly about literature canon, theory an analysis, and less about fiction as phenomena, that 

has something to do with our own lives, empathy or emotional knowledge. But in the clubs we have 

a freedom to talk about what we want for how long we need.  

We can see how child’s eyes sparkles when we are looking for new reading or talking about some 

issues in a book that they are interested in or concerned of in their lifes, like bulling at school, 

divorce, lack of self-confidence, inflicting self-harm and so on. Without telling everyone what their 

particular situation is, through the discussion about book characters and plot in critical way they can 

find something for themselves or ask some questions in indirect way. Sure, for such conversations 

good relationships between supervisor and kids are necessary.  

Of course there are other approaches to bibliotherapy. Librarian Maeve Visser Knoth from 

California, USA, put it this way: “Rather than address what is happening in the present, I am 

inclined to prepare children for emotional experiences before they occur. I would rather inoculate 

children than treat the symptoms of the emotional trauma. We give children vaccinations against 

measles. We can’t vaccinate against divorce, but we can give children some emotional knowledge 

to use when their families, or other families they know, do go through a divorce. I advocate that we 

read picture books about death and divorce and new babies when no one is dying, when a marriage 

                                                           
1
 Daniels Harvey. Literature Circles: Voice and Choice in Book Clubs and Reading Groups. Portland, Maine, 2002, p. 

8.  
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is strong, before anyone is pregnant.”
2
 So, according to this, any book club meeting when we are 

discussing real life problems through books can be seen as bibliotherapeutic.   

Children with special need 

Book clubs can be inclusive space to those children, who have movement disability or vision 

impairment, and we actually had one child in wheel chair, but what about other disabilities?  

Great challenge came to my colleague, whom I mentioned before. She was asked to arrange book 

club for kid with a hearing impairment. 

Working with deaf kids (they were in early adolescence) was difficult task, because we don’t have  

special literature for them, like we have audio or Braille books for blind people. And even 

psychologist, who is working with deaf children, was a bit skeptical. For deaf kids reading stuff 

written in Lithuanian is like reading something in language that it is not our mother tongue to us. 

Lithuanian for them wasn’t even language that they have highest C2 level, it rather B1 or even less. 

So my colleague tried to read with them various literature – teen novels, children’s literature, but for 

them it was too difficult. Then we decided to now picture books. Of course not those, who are 

written specially for very young children, but rather those ambivalent, symbolic picture books, who 

can compel even adults. Deaf kid have difficulties with understanding symbolic language, idioms, 

but picture books have very little pages and have a lot of pictures that helps them to understand the 

context. As my colleague, this project was hard, but rewording experience to both sides and as we 

can see book clubs can be inclusive to very different people.   

Conclusions 

Nowadays libraries can offer variety of  activities for children and teens, but book clubs are 

something special and different, because it is small and intimate, open and inclusive, oriented not to 

result, but a process, in other words, speaking about books freely, without any rush or fixed topics. 

As I mentioned, at first our main goal was promoting reading and good literature, but book clubs 

evolved into much more: a place where children and teen can belong, be open, evolve.  Such 

peaceful and comfortable island with real and decent interactions, in our and our book club 

member’s opinion, are very necessary in this digital age as an alternative to all that noise and rush.  

To sum up, a book club is long and fulfilling journey – to kids and to us, librarians. But with all the 

advantages comes and responsibilities, because when we talk about literature, we talk not just about 

                                                           
2
 https://www.hbook.com/2006/05/using-books/what-ails-bibliotherapy/ 
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art, but about life too. And we have to nudge them a little by little toward good literature and decent 

life choices. 

And after four years organizing book clubs, we have heartwarming experiences and stories about 

kid, who became a little bit more self-confident and self-aware, smarter, better at debates, speaking, 

reading and other stuff. Of course we cannot say, that all of this is our merit, but some part of it is. 

Different surveys show this positive book clubs effects on children and teens.
3
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