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Circle Solutions, a philosophy and pedagogy for learning positive
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Educators are increasingly aware that the efficatysocial and emotional learning
(SEL) is dependent on implementation factors, nst program content. These include
the philosophy underpinning an intervention, thdieli® as well as the skills of
facilitators, and the classroom/whole school contexwhich the intervention takes
place. This article outlines the philosophy andgged)y of Circle Solutions and presents
findings from research where 18 undergraduate stadeupported and developed
‘Circle Time’ in 8 Greater Western Sydney primachgols for a university module on
community service. The study indicates that whegrghis full teacher participation
within the principles of the Circle philosophy, &iber with active school support that
promotes relational values, the learning outconoegbsitive relationship building are
more sustainable.
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The promise of social and emotional learning

Where the overriding focus is on academic currics¢fools may fall short in preparing children and
young people to meet the challenges of increasiongipplex social environments (eg Cohen, 2006; Elias
1997; Grumet, 2006; McCarthy and Vickers, 2008)1896, UNESCO published their seminal report on
Education for the 21st Century, the Treasure Witldelors and his colleagues identified four pillafs

education: fearning to know, learning to do, learning to bedalearning to live togethér(Delors, 1996).
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These last two pillars are the foundation for doarad emotional learning - enabling young students
develop into citizens capable of negotiating thenglex terrain of life in the 21st century, make doo
decisions, be resilient, establish and maintaifillioy relationships and be responsible memberghefir
communities.

There is evidence that, with provisos, social antbtional learningan raise academic attainment,
improve mental health, and reduce behavioural aosca children and young people (Salovey and 8iyyt
2002). Actively promoting the knowledge and skilsderpinning positive relationships can reduceyingj
(Roland and Galloway, 2002; Cross et al, 2003) rang academic outcomes (Zins et al, 2004), merailti
and wellbeing (Wells et al, 2003), pro-social bebaw (Roffey, 2011), resilience and coping skildople et
al, 2008). A meta-analysis from the Collaboratiwe Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEBL)
213 school-based, universal, SEL programs involAii§,034 students from kindergarten to high sclagel
found significantly improved social and emotiondllls, attitudes, behavior, and academic perfornsanc
compared to controls (Durlak et al, 2011). They &sind, however, that implementation factors intpd®n
outcomes. This mirrors earlier findings from Durlakd Dupre (2008). This research provides a strong
rationale for pre-service teachers to understandtvBEL means for their future practice and ways to

implement this in their classroom.

A critique of social and emotional learning

Despite the increasing adoption of social and ewnati learning programs in the UK, US and
Australia, there has been a concern expressed #imudangers of ‘therapeutic education’. The masalole
detractors in this debate are Eccleston (2007)Crady (2007). Eccleston’s main concern can be sumseta
as promoting a ‘victim’ mentality, where individusiudents are seen as vulnerable with a ‘diministeil
She says that to address this deficit, they arengppompulsory ‘therapeutic’ opportunities, oftenumskilled
teachers, who may make things worse rather tharerbethe questions the value of what she sees as
wholesale therapeutic intervention. Although thesggcisms have some validity, Eccleston goes fertim
dismissing the critical importance of emotions ael@tionships within the learning process, therpbiting
aside a raft of evidence to the contrary (eg Hoetcll, 2002; Hattie, 2009).

Craig (2007) questions the evidence base of theLSErAgram (Social and Emotional Aspects of
Learning) and cites Twenge (2006) who shows thratesthe 1960s young people in America have inctease
their level of self-esteem, but that narcissisnani# and feelings of powerlessness have also r&eg
expresses concern that the social and emotionatespf life for many students are highly complexr #éhat
it is not appropriate for their coping skills to eealuated in the same way as other aspects a@uthieulum.
Craig fears this may be used to control studenkerahan enable them to develop insight and mafloerned
choices. There would appear to be an underlyingasme&vith both commentators that an individual fomois
social and emotional learning may undermine theomgmce of community. The author concurs with these
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criticisms but consider that it does not make sdosgttison this valid and valuable area of teaghand
learning. Her response is to address concernselglaping the implementation factors promoted by th

Circle Solutions approach.

The process and context of social and emotional learning

The implementation factors identified by Durlak arid colleagues in effective SEL are summarised
in the acronym SAFE - sequenced, active, focusedeaplicit (Durlak et al, 2011). This, however,aef to
curriculum issues and program quality rather thmecHic features of delivery and context. Othedgts look
further at what needs to be taken into considardtiadeveloping social and emotional competenced(Ri
Sultmann, 2010; Zins & Elias, 2007), including askking beliefs of teachers about their role. There
increasing evidence that short-term, ‘add-on’ wgetions have short-term outcomes (Elias et al6p0énd
that social and emotional learning needs to be dduskin the life of the school community (Paytorakt
2000; Slee et al, 2009). There is also acknowledgenthat whole-school and whole-class preventative
interventions are more valuable than reactive add/idual ones (Stirtzinger et al, 2001). A metalgnis by
Greenberg et al (2003) suggests that initiativeedneo be systemic, so that an emotionally literate
environment sustains the development and maintenasfc essential individual skills and positive
relationships. Harnessing the power of the groupupport and influence individual social and emmdio
learning and encourage pro-social behaviour woplgkar to be a feature of such an effective intdiwen
Connectedness is increasingly acknowledged astarféar resilience and wellbeing, and when inclesiv
belonging is promoted, this can inhibit negativbdaours such as bullying (Osterman, 2000, Wil&iQ4).
Breaking down barriers between individuals andifigdwhat they share promotes understanding, empathy

and pro-social behaviour.

Circles

The Circle Solutions framework adopted here has lwveloped to address some of the problems
that have been identified by research. It promat@edagogy for social and emotional learning bariltan
evidence-based philosophy for healthy relationsfifisffey, 2012a) and put into practice through ecsc
set of principles. Although in this study the minegitional term ‘Circle Time’ (eg Mosley, 1996)used, the
intervention incorporates the features describéalbe

The theoretical underpinnings of Circle Solutiong #ased in social constructionism, positive
psychology and ecological systems theory. FredsoicK1991 pointed out that ‘social skills trainimg’small
groups out of context did not have a sustainabfeitt) as other children reinforced prior behavioQiscles
aim to develop skills and to change perspectiveshmnging classroom discourse. This means that the
learning is universal, context based, and promptgsl agency in defining and constructing ‘solusbrather
than addressing deficits and problems. This preman understanding of how we need to behave teward
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each other for the common good. It is not the psepof this article to explore these theoretical
underpinnings in depth but to give an indicationtloé factors associated with positive and susté&nab

outcomes.

The Circle philosophy and principles
The principles and their forms of representatiom lba summarised as:

» Equality and DemocracyEveryone, including the facilitator, sits in ar€lé¢ and each person is
offered a turn to speak and participate. No onegremay dominate - including the facilitator. Many
activities are structured to enable students toodir what they have in common - their shared
humanity. This is essential if social skills ard tmbe primarily self-serving. Pupils interact i

wide variety of classmates, including those theydbknow well.

» Safety:No-one has to speak if they choose not to. Thd gheérson is used in some activities to reduce
opportunities for personal disclosure that may tegppropriate in a group forum. Issues may be

discussed, but not incidents. Activities are callabive, not individually competitive.

» RespectWhen one person is speaking, everyone else list¢rese are no put-downs either in words,

expressions or gestures. No naming or blaming@iemotes safety.

» Inclusion and choicelt is the right of each participant to be incldde the Circle. Participants are
expected to abide by the principles, but the enipHason pupil choice rather than adult control.
Should someone be asked to leave the Circle theeinaited to re-join as soon as they are willing to
abide by the guidelines. Activities usually takaga within small cooperative groups and are rarely
dependent on a high level of academic skills. Altfto children with English as a second language
and those with special educational needs tenckiltager than others to participate, the framework
promotes their eventual inclusionWeé had this girl (with learning difficulties) and is obvious
she’s not tuned in ... but she’d contribute to Ciftlme and all the kids accepted her” (teacher).

» Positivity: Participants are focused on the identification dedelopment of strengths and solutions -
both for themselves and their class. This brings dlass together in defining shared goals. An

additional aim is to promote positive feelings,liing shared laughter.

» Agency:Pupils are not told what to think or do but giverustured opportunities to discuss and
address important issues with others. This makesoit likely they will take group responsibility

for abiding by decisions.
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The facilitator of the Circle is a full participaint all activities and models expected behaviodthdugh in

charge of proceedings the facilitator avoids cdfitig pupils.

The Circle pedagogy
Circle sessions for social and emotional learnirggraost effective when they are seen as an integral

part of class development. Sessions take abouD1BHAutes for younger children and 30-40 minutes fo
older students. Participants sit in a circle, mahey on chairs. This enables everyone to see aad éach
other and helps participants move around easilyth&tbeginning of each Circle there is a remindethe
following brief guidelines: When it is your turn gpeak everyone will listen to you - so you neetisten to
others; there are no put-downs; you do not hawayoanything - you may “pass”. During each Ciréssson
participants are mixed up so they sit with thoséside their usual social groupings. This is critita

promoting shared understanding and inclusion.

The Framework
The framework is flexible and activities need todue appropriate. There are many resources now

available for Circle activities. A typical Circleession may be structured to begin with an intraohyct
activity, then a sentence completion or silentestent which enables pupils to understand that nshaye
similar experiences but does not single out indiald. Mixing up happens at least once during acessd

this is especially important for pair shares or lbigr@up work so everyone works with everyone els#ole
group games are popular, especially those thaemaeegetic or creative. The Circle ends with a cagmi
activity such as a relaxation exercise, reflecbonisualisation. This supports a range of emolioagulation

strategies.

The role of the facilitator

The facilitator of the Circle is a full participantho sits in the Circle with the students and idtrces
activities by demonstrating what is expected. Thehestrate the process and provide feedback olintte
between the games and the learning that is takeepThey encourage reflection on what is happeaird
how this applies to everyday situations in schdtls critical that teachers are full participansCircle
sessions in order to embed the learning in everglissroom interactions.

What do we know about the effectiveness of Circles?

The most significant study, carried out for the iblaél Foundation for Educational Research in the
UK (Taylor, 2003), investigated the aims, uses gedceptions of effectiveness of Circle Time via 57
interviews and 14 case study schools. This resdatotd that enjoyable and effective Circles needigintful
preparation so the teacher can tune into the redigoncerns of students, both individually and gsoup.
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The skills of the teacher as an ‘enabler of comiation and interaction’ are crucial. The proceds f&here
teachers intervene to control and dominate. Teadaheed training, especially experiential trainimgywhich
they learn to understand what it means to be dcjmant. How teachers respond to excessively shy or
dominant students gives messages to the whole gnodia consistent approach to participation anid $ian

is important. Self-esteem can be damaged for sowhigiduals when attention is focused on them. Rgiri
students to support participation can be helpfaid&nts need to relate to and build upon each ‘sther
contributions so that both individual and grouprtéag is enhanced.The sense of belonging to and trust in
the group are essential to the underlying ethoghefCircle Time experiente(Taylor, 2003, p145). This
means that sensitive issues need careful intraztueind rules of anonymity, co-operation and noctdssire
beyond the group are constantly reinforced.

In groups larger than 20, circles within the cirele advised so everyone gets an opportunity to
participate. Teachers find insight gained duringclés is helpful at other times in the school délyey derive
satisfaction from children’s enjoyment and find apportunity for positive shared interactions with
colleagues. Taylor (2003) also found that beingnopath parents about personal and social curricsila
helpful.

Although Miller and Moran (2006) say that the Gérdlime methodology, focusing on the creation of
a climate in which individuals are respected andea, is more likely to help children to develogense of
self-worth Circles may not be not always implemdraéfectively. This happens when teachers do nig\e
social and emotional learning is part of their rotelack confidence in addressing issues; whenl€irare
used as a problem-solving tool for specific schbased incidents; or when there has been insufficien
training on the principles on which Circles aredshsThe involvement of the whole school also makes

significant difference. The following study exparatsthis anecdotal evidence

M ethodology
The research context for the study

Circle Time was one cohort in the multi-strand leéag through Community Service (LCS), an
undergraduate service-learning unit offered atUWhéeversity of Western Sydney, Australia. The pugas$
LCS is to provide students with an opportunity eéflect and apply what they are learning througlhiserin
the wider community. Students participate in thivéies of their chosen agency, school, or orgation for
at least 100 hours during one semester. Througssis®ents and teamwork, service-learning enabldergi
to gain insight into the application of their knegbe in meeting the needs of community groups sisch
schools. A week’s intensive orientation is followlyg on-line via web-based discussions, email, aml t
face-to-face meetings during the semester. Assegsgmeia three written assignments and a combfimed

portfolio. This includes a final reflection assegsthe experiences students have had. This stualysisd on
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an independent analysis of these portfolios, caifyrwritten for the Department of Education andifing,
New South Wales (McCarthy, 2009).

Eighteen undergraduate students enrolled in th&eCllime cohort of LCS. They were given training
as Circle facilitators and then assigned in teamsdrk with local primary schools in implementinges in
selected classrooms. Few of these 18 studentsrhyagdrer experience working with children or in scis
although about half were considering teaching asofession. Two facilitators were male, 16 were dém
and several were of non-English-speaking backgreusidiht schools, including one private schooleagdrto
participate. These schools are located in Greatest&vn Sydney, New South Wales, Australia, in acéas
social disadvantage. Schools varied in size frord-200 students to 1000 students. Facilitators,has t
university students were known, were sent in pairseven schools, with one team of 4 going to #ngelst
school. The facilitators’ activities and involvenién planning and implementing Circles varied b
and the suggestions of staff. In most schoolslifaitirs were at the school for at least two, if tiwee, days a
week. They ran Circle sessions at least one dagek wotalling between 18-25 Circle sessions eaeh av
three-month period. Some facilitators were giveairttown classroom to work with one teacher; others
worked in pairs and had sessions with three or éiffierent classrooms. Initially they were encowdgo
observe classes and do a needs analysis befoiadeheir own sessions. This gave pupils and taache
chance to become familiar with the presence ofdb#itators and also provided facilitators withpesure to
the children and classroom activities.

Participating schools had different degrees of Bgpee with Circles. One very large school had all
staff trained; another had all junior staff trainbuthe other schools at least two teachers heeived some
prior training. Part of the intent of placing UWS&cilitators in these schools was to assist in théhér
implementation of Circles.

The aims of the study were to explore the livedegigmces of the facilitators within the framewofk o
their learning service work in schools. For thepmses of this paper, this included their undeditanof the
role of social and emotional learning within an egtional environment and the factors that contatub or
inhibited the success of the Circle work and itpaet on individuals, whole classroom climate and th

facilitators themselves.

Data collection and analysis

Data for this research came from a qualitative yasislof the facilitator’s portfolios submitted aarp
of requirements in LCS. No attempt was made tawwee teachers or pupils directly as ethics perrarsslid
not include this. However, statements and writtemments from teachers and young students that were
included by the facilitators in their portfolios mencluded after ensuring they were anonymous.

The methodological approach in analysing the pbogowas constructivist (Lincoln and Guba,
1985), seeking to learn from the Circle facilitatéine meanings they attributed to their experieacektheir
reflections on the nature and value of Circles agag of implementing social and emotional learnimbe
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portfolios included examples of the activities trédgl with pupils, photos, informal written commerfitsm
teachers or students about Circles as well agtidoil’'s written reports. Expectations for the @lestructure
of the portfolios were given, but how the facilieg chose to illustrate their experiences varigceat deal.

Each facilitator portfolio was read numerous tirbgseach researcher. The purpose was to ascertain
main themes that emerged from the written repdrteefacilitators. In the initial analysis of eaphbrtfolio,
the two researchers noted a possible theme onidieeos$ the portfolio page as it emerged. Thesdainit
themes then were discussed by the researcherséaas the kinds of themes that were emerging, aand
consensus was reached on these themes. Portfaties subsequently analysed in a reiterative protmess
ascertain similar or related themes.

After further discussions among the researchets;ttsemes or related ideas were combined into
main themes in order categorise related sub-theEesh researcher then used the list of major themes
check the portfolios for consistency and coheréndhe applicability of the main themes. In incitewhere
differences existed about the applicability of airmgneme, the researchers discussed the differeaoes

reached consensus on usage and then the porti@mesrechecked to make sure comparability was aetlie

Findings

A total of seventeen major themes emerged. Itadrtention of this paper to report on the follogin
only:

* The school context

e The initial observations about students and classsoshaping Circle approaches

* The effect of Circles on students and classrooms

« The impact of Circles on the facilitators.

The school context

Among the participating schools there were differ@egrees of support and commitment for Circle
Time implementation. Two schools had adopted a e#sohool approach, with most teachers actively
integrating Circle sessions into the regular raaitif their classrooms: other schools were less dtisun
This impacted on how Circles were run and in thHéent experiences and reflections of the fadiits.
Regardless of limitations and difficulties the sla®m students all appeared to enjoy and beneifi their
Circle experiences. This may be attributed to ffarts and enthusiasm of the Circle facilitators.

In the two most supportive schools, distinctivedas contributing to this positive environment were

* A generally supportive and friendly environment whéeachers were enthusiastic and spoke

well of students and colleagues.
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e School values were prominently displayed on posterthe school corridors and classrooms.
They were incorporated into operations such ast¢heol bulletin, making it clear what parents
could expect from the school.

¢ Values such as Respect, Learning and Responsibikie linked, where appropriate, to the
themes in Circle sessions so children learned aactiped the values and ethos the school was
promoting.

« Circle facilitators were given tasks beyond runrsegsions that contributed to the whole school
sustaining an interest in Circle Time. In both suhpthe facilitators were asked to develop
resource kits that other teachers could use toGucles in their classes. In one school, the
facilitators were asked to talk with teachers andients about their experiences and views on
Circles and to pass information on to the Vice &tgal. In the other school, several teachers
approached the Circle facilitators for suggestiamshelp in establishing Circles in their

classrooms so the involvement of the facilitatogsagded to other classrooms.

While certain elements of the above were presenthiar schools, the main difference was involving
the whole school in the approach to Circles. Sclexelcutives promoting Circles as a valuable inpuit
school was particularly important.

Four schools had mixed forms of support for Circl€&rtain elements were in place such as
executive support, but other things were lackimgjrsreading the portfolios, the extent of supgdortthis
initiative was unclear. In one school, the two tess trained in Circles were enthusiastic, but otbachers
dismissed it as “an airy-fairy exercise”. In anatbehool, some staff thought Circles were okayyfaunger
children, but that the older children would find“dhildish and boring.” In other instances, the @axeses
were supportive of Circles, but in one case, thediral hadn't briefed the entire staff nor premhtieem for
implementing Circles in the school. In another ailen, Circle Time was confined to a few classroand
there appeared to be little commitment beyond thtbusiasm of the trained teachers. Staff were ancle
about the purpose, thinking Circle Time was an-aalfying program or a form of therapeutic gamethase
schools it was unclear how Circles would continnesothe facilitators left.

In two schools, problems included the classroorhtess involved in Circles as well as other school
staff. One school had attempted Circles but it been discontinued. The two facilitators attributied to a
lack of staff motivation. In another instance, tears “shouted” at the students during Circles, gifiire same
authoritarian methods of control as during regalassroom sessions. In the other school, one teaseel
Circle time to do other work.

In both these schools, the interaction of Circleckers and school staff with the facilitators was
minimal. In one school, the teacher didn’'t workhnihe facilitators to complete a needs analysisenfclass,

but left the planning up to them. Facilitators mecschool were sent emails from the class teaciygresting
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that when the children are restless the facilitagtrould “point at the person talking so that tbay reform”.
Also the facilitators should use more care in imténg with students especially X who is havingptile
relating to other children.” Moreover, they shoutdat the same children sit by them all the tiras,“it isn’'t
healthy for children.” In the same emalil, the teachsked the students to shorten their Circle Gessi
because “we have more work to get through thisteamd could they please organize their sessioognar
themes of family and community as these would lrested in the next term. The teacher also wanted t
know how much longer they would be doing Circles.

While all of this appears reasonable, the effecthanfacilitators was discouraging. There was no
face-to-face communication with the teacher; thely they were being told how to interact with stoide
according to the teacher’s ideas of discipline moidaccording to the Circle principles and the goasabout
timing made them feel the teacher couldn’t waigét rid of them. This communication together witke t
teacher’s lack of participation had such a negaifect on the facilitator she was no longer sire wanted
to work in education.

Initial observations of students and classroomggt@aCircle approaches

Facilitators spent their initial weeks in schodiserving the classrooms where they would be leading
the Circle sessions. They were asked to observintéactions of students and, with the teachera deeds
analysis in order to plan Circle sessions to addspecific issues. A frequently cited problem wabying,
whether subtle or direct, and all schools wantésl addressed. Facilitators chose solution-focustidities
that encompassed themes of belonging, or friendaHipe younger classes, together with conflicohetson,
awareness of others, and emotions in the uppesadasn one school, children identified continuame-
calling, teasing and spreading of rumours, all bfol caused hostility and unpleasant feelings.

Facilitators noticed that students tended to mily avith their own group and would avoid other
students in their class, in games or in classrootivities. Often these groups were gender spedfid in
many instances after Year 3, groups tended to lbmalé or all female with little or no cross-ovestigity
between genders. Across the schools, childrennmestdassrooms appeared aggressive and were uriyriend
towards others; they seemed to lack the knowledge skills needed to establish and maintain good
relationships. They often engaged in put-downsheirtclassmates during lessons, were rude anddtatker
the teacher, and didn't pay attention. As one itatdr described her students: “Children knewsdittbout
their feelings and how to regulate emotions. Thetedon impulse rather than logic, and lacked &sser
skills. There were deficiencies in communicatiod &tile awareness of or relationships with oth€kildren
lacked skills in relating to others.”

Children in Kindergarten classes often seemed shyyand, while well behaved, were fidgety and
restless. This was their first term, and many efytbung students had yet to adjust to the routinkerales of

school. The facilitators saw opportunities to emage teamwork, cooperation, active listening and
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consideration of others. In Year 1 and Year 2 ctasss, issues revolved around some disruptive bhebav
While most students tended to be well behaved asgonsive, some laughed loudly and boisterously,
engaged in put downs, and generally interruptezbles Students could leave classmates out of gdinmizgy
break time. In the classrooms, students didn't iantork with students outside their own group, amild
make rude comments if assigned to someone else.3y&adents were quite active, and some groupsys
were disruptive and troublesome. Some classroorsbited the behaviours noted above such as being
unfriendly to others, standoffish, or unconcernbdu the students who didn’t fit in. Children wigpecial
needs were sometimes treated well by their fellassmates, but in other situations were just igthore

In addition to specific classroom needs, schoatdfpals often had ideas of what needed to be done.
For example, in one small school, the general aoteon of students was often conflict prone andi¢ento
carry over into negative classroom behaviour. Thieckpal wanted the facilitators to develop Cirskessions
that would promote cooperation, connectednesspasitive social relationships among students.

Activities to promote social and emotion literade facilitators were creative in designing sassi
that would engage students on identified issueseSCircles build on strengths and are a positieeignted
pedagogy, activities featured upbeat, often seribus never negative tasks for students. For exantpl
counteract bullying, some teams planned activigaguring cooperation and belonging, while othessdua
friendship tree to promote positive peer relatigpsh

The facilitators were aware of the need to adapiviies for the age level of their students. In
Kindergarten classes, where children had a shattention span and were unfamiliar with school ireg,
activities had to be simple and quick so the ckitddidn’t become bored and restless. The diffetaliting
sticks’ passed to each child as they had their iturtne Circle were helpful. For older studentscassful
activities included mix-ups - where students haditd another student with the same colour perpair
share - discussing a topic or do tasks togeth&atersent completions, silent statements, and riagsp
Sessions on friendship were helpful to counteryingl, and activities such as acrostic poems ofwbed
‘friend’ or social bingo, where people find out abeach other and what they have in common. Inrothe
schools, listening and communication skills needtdntion and the facilitators found group gameth &

discussion worked best. Activities included Chineséspers, charades, social bingo and ‘guess #uele

The effect of Circles on students and classrooms

With few exceptions, all facilitators had positiggperiences with Circles. Factors influencing their
degree of satisfaction were the involvement andstipof the teacher; teamwork and support from rothe
facilitators, their own confidence and ability tedel wanted behaviour and their patience and ersist that
the Circle guidelines be followed. A major fact@ntributing to the success of Circles was the @gahd
patient implementation of the Circle guidelines. ilWheach session begins with an overview of these,
repetition during the session, especially that feere has a turn and everyone listens while othave their
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turn”, when students were noisy or not paying aibenwas effective. Repeating the guidelines, rinth
clapping or simply waiting until students were rgaéncouraged patience among the facilitators and a
appreciation of strategies that were not based egative responses such as calling students by name;
shaming or disciplining misbehaviour, or excludisiyidents. The Circle principles create an atmogpher
where pupils feel safe and comfortable. As one gosindent said, “I like Circle Time because you sag
what you want to say.” One facilitator commentelat ¢lassrooms where the effort was made to linlcl€ir
Time elements to school values, the students savedhnection between what they learned in Circla€Ti
and its relevance to the larger school community.”

Change noticed by facilitators among all their stutd was their increasing participation in Circdss
the sessions progressed. This mirrors earlier resgaown, 2002). In the beginning, students wdrg ®©
speak and the right to ‘pass’ was widely chosensiyslents became more comfortable with Circles they
responded with longer sentences during variousitiesi; they added their own rules to the Circlédglines;
and in some cases, interrupted the sessions iftttmaight others were not following the guidelinBsudent
behaviour towards others improved as well: theyewaore willing to work together; there was more imgx
across friendship and gender groups, and moretiatteand concern paid to other students. For exampl
rather than use put-downs or rude noises in regptina student’s comments, students began to Iintee
carefully and give positive feedback such as “thatgood idéa While this first occurred mainly within the
context of Circles, over the course of the threatm® in which sessions were held, these kinds lo&lieurs
increasingly generalised into the classroom enviremt.

Two facilitators were pleased when their classrdeacther told them that for the first time in her
teaching career her students were silently sitind waiting for her to take up the regular classdés the
Circle. Other teachers let the facilitators knowattthey could see progress amongst their studastthey
were more willing to ask questions if they didn'hderstand directions, they listened better and were
supportive of each other, and their general coyrtaproved. Some teachers noted children being rable
to speak out, communicate more clearly, and feelenvonfident in participating in classroom actiti
Teachers also noted that the class atmospherenaaded to a much warmer and caring environment.

Teachers also reported that a particular pupit®etwork had improved because of Circles. Another
student was extremely shy and hesitant to speaitl.aDver the course of the semester (10 weeksethe
students both improved their participation in Giecland also began to participate in classroom ngsdn
some classrooms it was noted that students whoesfekmost in the beginning of Circles modulatezirth
participation over time and became quieter and mbeervant. Other changes noticed by classroorhéesc
the facilitators and even other staff in the schawhs that teasing and name-calling between childrethe
playground significantly reduced. Two children winged to call each other names told their facilitatbat:
“Circle Time taught us that calling each other pasimes isn’t a nice thing. It hurts people’s fiegs. So we
decided to stop and be good friends. It's a nietirfg to be caring and kind.”
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School students’ comments were overwhelmingly pasifor example:

e Circle Time is about learning and cooperating

« Everyone is smiling, happy, caring, free, reliaate nice

« Circle Time is about good education. It teachebas to behave and respect each other and to
have good friends

» Circle Time is good communication. It teaches astgork

¢ |like knowing about other people more

* | like and enjoy Circle Time because the 3 Goldéles we have to use all the time helps the
school to be respectful and helps us to not puplgedown only just to put people up. Also we
can make friends and know each other better

* |love Circle Time because | learn more and | trmere

In the two schools where least support was givee, facilitator thought that:nothing was put in
place that helped address social and emotionahifegaiprior to us entering the schoolleachers in the
classes to which these two students were assigmadght Circle Time was simply an ‘anti-bullying
program.” One factor in determining the outcometfis school was that the facilitators only workeith
one class each, Year 3 and Year 4, and sessiomshedd only once a week. The teachers in both etass
were thought to be generally ‘uninterested’ and mhd participate in the Circle sessions. They midtle
effort to ‘encourage the principals of Circles ther areas of the classroom.’

These two facilitators did not see much changéeir tlassrooms, and only minimal changes in their
students. While some changes were noticed duringleCisessions such as in belonging, friendship,
cooperation and connection, these behaviours asted a few days and then the pupils reverted toaitieir
old behaviour. Both facilitators thought the ladkrderest on the part of the teachers, and thetfmy didn’t
seem to value what the facilitators or Circles badffer, contributed to the lack of progress amaing
students. The facilitators thought that with mooesistent effort and continuing Circle sessions,students
would make more progress. All pupils, however, gaibCircles and were always very excited when i wa
time for a session. While they were enthusiastit @operated during the Circle, the children dideem to
make connections between what was done in Cirdésiaw it related to them or their classmates.

In the second unsupportive school, the experierfcéh® facilitators was much the same. The
facilitators worked in two classes, a Kindergarttass and a Year 5 class. Neither teacher partédga any
of the Circle sessions in their classrooms. Onehirawatched and monitored the sessions, but waunédy
participate herself. Again, the students themsebeesned to enjoy and benefit from the Circle sessids
one facilitator wrote: “It was remarkable (word nlgad) to see the children that | had been workiitg w
since March working together as a team and credtiagdships and bonds ... No longer were they being

disruptive and not talking to one another ...” Thieestfacilitator noted that one teacher said shenided
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how much her class enjoys the Circle sessions,shiedcould see that students who required some extra
attention and confidence were benefiting. She sdéo that the two facilitators had built up a sgdrust with

the pupils, who were “getting a lot out of the mspthe facilitators were showing them.” In spifetltese
comments, however, this teacher remained aloof fpamticipating and made little effort to integrdtes
learning from Circles into her general classroome Dther teacher at this school said that she etbtiow
much her students enjoyed Circles but had litde & offer by way of suggestions or input to thealitator's
efforts.” She is usually unenthused about the session add tercarry on with her own work while we run
it.” Communication with other staff in both schoaelsas also difficult, and the facilitators oftentfgknerally
unsupported.

The school context in both schools influenced thplementation and success of Circle Time. In one
school in particular, it was common practice fadeers to yell at Kindergarten, Year 1 and Yeatugents
during assemblies; and at least one teacher ingher classes felt her students were ‘being bubiedther
teachers in the playground.” One Circle Time teachganized to have a Circle suggestion box foryesar 5
students. This was helpful to the facilitatorstgzrovided feedback about how the students likedl€3 as it
made students feel ‘good and important.” Additibnatheir comments indicated that many studentsewer
bullied, or were bullies themselves, and that stiler students lacked the social skills for comiratmg
with teachers or other students. These commentarxea strong motivator for these facilitators tdkengneir

Circle sessions as successful as possible.

The impact of Circles on the facilitators

As reflection is a critically important aspect aérgce-learning, it was instructive to see how
experiences with Circles carried over into thelfi@ator's awareness of what they had learned.

The role of teachers and facilitatorg:acilitators had universal agreement on the ingmoe of
teachers and facilitators in making Circles a sssc&Vhere teachers were positive and enthusiakgc,
results in the classroom were readily apparente Jéneral feeling was best expressed by one &oilitvho
wrote: “For Circle Time to be effective, facilitatomust have positive and professional regardlinsgects
of their classroom engagement. | need to be abksétuate my own emotional literacy and the interd
intra-personal skills needed such as empathynlistie attention, and praise when implementing €ificime
within the classroom.”

Other facilitators thought the experience gave thmsight into what working in a school
environment is like, and the opportunity tgractice professionalism and positive qualitieg\nother
facilitator cited the need for consistency when lengenting Circles in classrooms, and thought itusthde
generalised to the usual teaching setting. Stitleotfacilitators mentioned the skills they thoughey
developed during the process of being in the dbasss: forbearance, optimism, patience, flexibility,
reliability and uprightness. For a number of thehe experience of not knowing about Circle Timehia
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beginning, but learning about it, applying it suexfelly in different classrooms, and seeing thecoues
with students was a ‘huge reward’; often unantigdand therefore doubly meaningful. All of theilitettors
appreciated the teamwork involved and even if tiveye assigned individual classrooms, they valued th
presence of their co-facilitator at the school édphout. Working together in finding resources,npliiag and
implementing sessions, provided facilitators wigbportunities to work on intra-personal skills. W\énagr
difficulties may have arisen, these never led atige comments about teammates.

Personal and professional skills learneBleing involved with Circles provided facilitatorsith
insight into themselves, their abilities, and ies#s. Many wanted to become teachers, and thigierpe
provided them with useful insight into the skilladaabilities they would need. People thought thay h
become more confident, more knowledgeable aboldreini and how to handle them, more comfortable with
being firm as opposed to negative. Other facilimtbecame aware of the shortcomings of authonitaria
methods of command and punishment, and thoughtago& and control worked well with their students
during Circles. Many of them saw the effects otteas naming and blaming children and the negaffifest
it had on the students and the Circle. At least te@en of facilitators had an experience with a lieadn
which the power relations made them feel that iesmes weren’'t addressed and pushed aside”.

Almost all of the participants mentioned their peral learning while being involved in teaching
social and emotional skills to others. One menitbtiat Circle Time had: “changed my attitude tachéiag
and to life,” and another: “I've become more pasitioward others, and will try to incorporate eraptl
literacy in my teaching.” Another facilitator note@ing: “more honest and open in conversations faittily,
friends, and work colleagues.” Two or three of thalitators ran impromptu Circle sessions withitliamily
and friends, as they realized that almost everylmmilyd benefit from increased emotional literacyr Bne
facilitator, Circles helped hefwork on acceptance, patience, and becoming a bdigeener.” Circles had
improved the relationships in which numerous featitirs were involved, and it was commonly stateat th
they had personally improved their own emotiortakéicy.

Insight into the nature of children and their neeBggardless of whether or not facilitators planned
on becoming teachers, all felt they had learnedstsmibtively about the nature of children and theieds.
Some became conscious of the vulnerability of caiidand how often this appeared to be overlooked. F
others, the realization that how children feel abibemselves impacts how they learn was reveaBegeral
became aware of how critically important schooks iarpromoting social and emotional literacy asofget
to difficult or insecure family settings and weakdncommunity structures. In one portfolio, a faattr
wrote: “Children have given me the insight not a&e things for granted, not to expect childrenust deal
with issues, because they don't know how.” There wageneral feeling that Circles had a powerful and
positive effect on children, and “can teach them skills and knowledge they need to have a hagpy li
Another facilitator wrote that: “children who feal sense of belonging and acceptance are much happie
children who develop into happy controlled adults.”
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Many facilitators mentioned the value of Circlesaasseful, enjoyable and effective pedagogy. They
were aware of the difference Circles made to caildsver time, and for many facilitators their iaitdoubts
about the effectiveness of Circle Time rapidly digsared. Circle Time was credited with changinguates
about being a teacher, and with “being persistent laelieving in what I'm doing.” Numerous facilitas
wrote of becoming more confident in interactinghwéhildren, in being in classrooms, of developiegspnal
skills in organization, planning and implementingities. “I understand the value of social andogional
development of children and the effects this hasheir wellbeing,” a facilitator wrote, as she obssl the
positive changes in her classroom. Another persoted that: “We must model and foster good
communication, acceptance, belonging and healttatioaships in order to carefully guide the emotibn
wellbeing of our students.”

For other facilitators, a challenge was that nbt underestimating children’s abilitiesyhile at the
same time planning activities appropriate for ttagje level. In a few cases, facilitators assigradses of
mixed-ability students below grade-level found artularly difficult to plan activities for thenin other
situations, challenges were to get children t@fispay attention and bring order to a room witrehguting
or calling children by name, and ttbecome more sensitive to situations and how togmtegtisruption from
becoming a crisis.”

Conclusion

The Hunter Institute for Mental Health distributepablication entitled Education Connect which
promotes understanding of social and emotionalniegr for pre-service teachers and their educators
(www.responseability.org/site/index.cfm?display=384). This study supports their rationale. All féators
who planned to teach saw social and emotionaklitelas important in their future classrooms. Thame
away from their experiences deeply impressed wi¢heffectiveness of Circles in helping studentabare
of their own emotions and those of others; to tewhfortable and safe in environments that are stippo
and caring, and the importance of caring and erdhtis teachers to make this happen. Given thae redn
these facilitators had any experience in classrobgfsre this LCS module, it is clear that they gdin
important insights into the nature of teaching #rerelevance of emotional literacy to academimiea.

This study supports and extends earlier reseanchinfjs on factors affecting the implementation of
social and emotional learning and adds to this ighlighting the impact on pre-service teachersjrthe
understanding of the need for SEL in classroomshamdthey might use the Circle pedagogy to prontuite
Implementation factors appeared to include theebelof teachers about their role and their viewths
relevance of relationship development in the ctawmsr This was often embedded in whole school geiltu
The study is limited in that it reports indirecthye impact on pupils and does not provide any nreasent of
changes. A more extensive evaluation of Circle Swig would be valuable in adding to the literatore
individual differences, whole school interventiardasustainability of impact.
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SEL programs that are most effective focus on tbguigition of positive attitudes, values and
behaviour as well as emphasise the developmenkilid §Catalano et al, 2002). Successful intervami
ensure that students know what these skills arepaoeide opportunities for regular practice, esplgiin
real life situations. This means that the teach®o 8 with the children every day negotiating theseations
must be an integral part of the whole process, ardy for generalising values and skills but also fo
developing their own understanding of what thedrieih are learning.

The culture of the whole school determines the eosations that underpin whether social and
emotional dynamics, wellbeing and learning are nakeriously and whether value is given to active
intervention. The ‘soft’ systems of the classroaapecially the quality of relationships, may needée
repositioned as core business, not only for théityua the learning environment but for the futuesilience
and relationships of all who participate in sucharfeng. Schools focused on preparing students eiallyo
and emotionally adept learners must undertake aosform their educational environments in ways that
embed these forms of learning into the fabric @irtleducational endeavours. This requires thatdshoe
perceived by both students and teachers as plédcegaty, where they are valued and respectedduaiie
they can express who they are (Roffey, 2010; 2012b)

Murray (2004) looks at what is needed to make sish@silient and promote wellbeing in Australia.
Amongst other things she talks about respectfaltisriships, valuing each other, identifying andebehting
success, building on strengths and attending tantipertant elements of change without adding tehea
workload. She says we need to build resilience witat is happening every day in our schools, nst i
specified program times. The effectiveness of €gdepends on the context in which they are emiellate
the process itself can itself become a significamiributor to the development of an emotionallgriate and

resilient environment.
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