
 

 

How-To:  Run a Reverse Book Club 

The Crisis Skylight and World Book Night Book Club, run by The Reading Agency, meets once a week in the Crisis 

café in East London. 

The book club runs in a ‘reverse’ format, with no member expected to have read the book before coming to the 

group. It aims to offer different entry-points into the book for members to begin their journey of literary 

discovery. The ultimate goal of the book club is that it is welcoming and accessible to all of Crisis’s clients, no 

matter their reading level. Members are able to drop in for any session, whether they have attended the previous 

week, one month ago or never before. 

Here are some top tips for running your own accessible reverse book club: 

1. Create a relaxed and informal atmosphere.  

 

 A café is ideal but an alcohol free, warm space with somewhere to sit and a few snacks and 

refreshments (preferably tea and coffee) should suffice. 

 Facilitate introductions at the start of each session with a round of names. Icebreakers, such as 

saying your name and a book or film that begins with the same letter, are often a good tool to 

get people talking.  

 

2. Give people choice  

 

 Allow the group to decide on which books to read by discussing the front covers and voting on 

which appeals to them most. The group can make other decisions such as whether they want to 

carry on reading the same book or whether to read or listen to an audio adaptation, if available, 

too. Asking the group to close their eyes and raise their hands to make their vote is a fun and 

easy way of doing this. 

 Give individuals the opportunity to decide whether they would like to read as part of the group, 

read on their own or read with a partner or volunteer, and allow people to just sit and listen if 

that’s what they would like to do. Choices can become very limited in the lives of homeless and 

vulnerable adults, and making book-based choices for people who don’t read is a rarity, so 

providing this opportunity is central to the accessible book club model.  

 

3. Maintain equal opportunities for all 

 

 Establish ground rules by discussing potential issues with the whole group – should phones be 

kept on silent? How will the group be respectful of each other’s reading? 

 Explain exactly how you are going to read before every whole group reading activity. Will each 

person read one or two pages? Which direction will you go in? What do you do if the sentence 

runs over to the next page? 

 Discussing the books’ front covers by looking at the shapes, images, colours and fonts, ensures 

that people of low to no reading skills can take part in the discussion. Using audio and visual 

adaptations also opens up the text to everyone.  

 Reassure people that they are still taking part just by listening to the group.  

 As the facilitator, it is important you focus on ensuring that everyone gets an equal chance to 

speak. This can be challenging and sometimes means cutting people off, but is essential to the 

group dynamic. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

4. Be prepared to act in the moment and know your limitations 

 

 It is impossible to predict how people might respond to certain topics. Topics which may not 

seem controversial or upsetting in any way can spark reactions in people. This is a good thing – if 

people are reacting they are engaged – but it is important to be prepared to deal with emotional 

situations when they arise. Setting ground rules at the start and addressing potentially upsetting 

topics prior to reading will help with this but if you feel out of your depth it’s best to 

acknowledge the issue, offer to speak one to one after the session and explicitly state that you 

are going to bring the focus back to the book.  

 

An example reverse book club format: 

1. Start with a discussion of the book’s front cover. What do the images, colours and fonts suggest about the 

story? 

 

2. Ask for a volunteer or two to read the blurb. What have you discovered? Who are the main characters? 

What happens to them? Were the group’s predictions accurate? 

 

 

3. Offer a number of reading options. Would individuals like to read as part of a group/alone/in pairs? Allow 

those who would rather not read as part of the main group to split off and say that you will welcome 

them back for group discussions.  

 

4. Establish how you are going to read with the whole group. Will each person read one or two pages? 

Which direction will you go in? Reiterate that everyone has different reading styles and that the group is 

to be supportive and respectful of this. 

 

 

5. Ask for a volunteer to start reading and facilitate the group reading as per the established format. Ensure 

that people don’t run over and pass at the appropriate time, and assist people who struggle more with 

their reading.  

 

6. Stop at the end of each chapter to recap what has just been read and discuss 

impressions/thoughts/feelings.  

 

 

7. Finish with a discussion of what’s been read, whether the book has lived up to expectations and a vote on 

whether to continue reading the book in the next session. If the vote is to move on to something else, 

offer everyone a copy of the book you’ve read today to take home.  


