
Background of circles

In circles, there is a facilitator who is called a keeper. The number one rule of circles is that the only person who can speak is the person who holds the talking piece – this piece can be anything of significance to the keeper, such as a shell found on a beach, or a necklace. The piece can also be something as mundane as a pen or a ball.  All circles are embedded with rituals based on indigenous Native American practices. Every circle begins with an opening quote to mark the space. The quote can be peaceful in setting a tone of respectful listening, or can directly relate to the topic of the circle.  The talking piece is always passed to the left, in the direction of the sun. The keeper begins by reading the opening quote and can spend the first round asking people to say their names and one thing of interest about themselves.  In the next round, participants often share agreements, or norms, to which they would like the group to adhere.  In future rounds, the keeper reminds everyone in the circle of agreements they have made such as honoring the talking piece, and not monopolizing the piece.  In subsequent rounds, the keeper will ask questions about scenarios (that can be passed out, read aloud, or used as the opening quote) and can be the first to answer (so as to model how one can participate) or can wait until the talking piece returns to him/her before contributing.  After going through the prompts, the keeper closes the circle with a closing quote.  

Things the keeper should be ready for:

*Sometimes people do not want to participate-that is their choice, and they should not be pressured to participate with laughter or looks or comments. The hope is that in time everyone will feel comfortable and interested enough to offer their perspectives.

*Sometimes people have a hard time listening and want to jump in and respond when someone is speaking. The keeper must remind participants to hold their comments until they receive the piece again.

*The format is flexible – if someone brings up a new point in response to a particular prompt, the circle topic may evolve into something different. That is okay, but if the topic is completely unrelated, the keeper may interject after someone is finished speaking to remind participants of the original question.

*Some people tend to hold onto the talking piece for a long time. The keeper may step in to remind the circle members to watch their airtime, but it is better to just clarify from the beginning that everyone should be aware of how long they are talking.

Advisory Script for First Circle
Creating Norms/Introductions
The keeper of the circle is responsible for facilitating the discussion and making sure that everyone keeps to the agreements that are made is at the beginning of the conversation. The keeper reviews the role of the talking piece, which he/she passes to the left during each round. Obviously use your own words; these are guidelines to help you along.
Seat students in a circle, preferably not in desks if you can move furniture and have individual chairs. Have a talking piece ready.

Round One: 
Keeper: Today I’m going to introduce you to a practice we will be using at AOC. It’s called a circle because we are all part of the same community and there are no barriers between us. Circles come from Native American practices—it was a way to get people together and make sure you hear from everyone.

I'm holding a talking piece, which I will always pass to the left. I will make sure to remind us to respect the talking piece, which means that we can only talk when we are holding it, and must keep reactions we have to ourselves until we receive the talking piece. If you do not have something to say when you get the piece, you can simply pass it. In this first round, I would like us to just say our names and why we have decided to come to AOC. What brought you here? I’ll start. My name is __________________ and I chose to teach here because ____________________.
Round Two: 
Keeper: Now I would like you to say one norm you would like for the group to follow. I will begin. I’ll start. One norm I think we should do is to be aware of airtime so that we can hear from many people. 

The keeper should jot down what each person says, and review the norms that people have said once the talking piece has gone around. Pass the piece around again and ask whether everyone agrees with what was said or has anything to add.
Round Three: 
Keeper: In this round, talk about a high and low in the past week. My high is that _____________________ (i.e. I spent time watching my baby learn to crawl) and my low is that ​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​___________________ (i.e. I did not sleep that much because she was crying at night)
Round Four: If time permits, play Simon Says. You can start the game and when the round is finished, let each student lead their own round.
Concluding Round: Let’s do one last round. Say one word that sums up how you felt about this circle. I’ll start _____________ (i.e. interesting, eye-opening, strange, illuminating,fun).
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