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SING THIS BOOK

Teachers starting out with Circle Time will find everything they need here to introduce Circle
Time to their class. This book is also for experienced practitioners who are seeking to further
expand their repertoire of ideas.
The activities in Circle Time for Emotional Literacy are for all school age children. To make it
clear, however, which age group an activity is best suited to we have given symbols as follows:
■

Y

is for younger children from 5–7 years old

■

M

is for those in middle childhood: 7–11 years

■

is for more senior students from upper primary into high school: 10–18 (these
activities usually require a level of abstract thinking)
S

Within each chapter are suggestions and activities for students across a wide age and ability
range – and many would meet the needs of an even broader range with creative adaptations.
Activities more suitable for younger children are at the beginning of chapters, followed by those
that are increasingly complex or demanding. Some activities have variations and/or extensions
that make them suitable for younger or older pupils.
Teachers will want to dip into sections depending on their particular needs and the age and stage of
their classes. Some students may need to begin at a more basic level than their age would suggest.

Choosing activities
Although different chapters focus on specific aspects of emotional literacy there is inevitably an
overlap. If you can’t find what you are looking for in one chapter try another. The ideas are for
you to use, develop and change according to what works for you. The important thing is to keep
to the principles and general framework.
Do not be afraid to repeat activities. We often expect learners to be able to know or do something with only one or two opportunities to practise. The benefit of some activities may only be
gained when students are encouraged to build on their learning in a second or third attempt.
Pupils also like playing some games regularly and look forward to their favourites. Many activities are open to adaptation for thinking about different emotions or situations so you can use
the same or similar games for different words, feelings or purposes.
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Reinforcing learning
Emotional literacy is embedded throughout the book in the way we communicate, how we
understand ourselves and others, how we promote an inclusive ethos and how we solve problems. Research (Taylor, 2003) indicates that it is helpful to mediate this understanding by
making the purpose of activities explicit and adding some minimal commentary where appropriate. This helps students make connections between what happens inside the Circle with what
goes on in the class generally. This is best done lightly: questions rather than statements, a
phrase not a lecture. There are also additional discussion topics to extend thinking and reinforce
learning.

What will you find in each chapter
The first chapter provides a rationale for Circle Time and shows the ways in which it develops emotional literacy. It covers the principles and theoretical foundations for Circle Time and stresses the
importance of maintaining the philosophy in practice.
Chapter 2 covers the framework for Circle Time. There is also a section here on trouble-shooting:
suggestions for what you might do when students do not conform to the rules, have communication difficulties or when sensitive issues are raised. This chapter is particularly useful for teachers starting out with Circle Time and who are not yet familiar with what happens or having some
difficulty getting it off the ground.
Each Circle session has a structure with a beginning, an end and transitions between activities.
Chapter 3 addresses just these aspects. In Chapter 4 we look at a wide range of communication
issues from motivation and confidence to active listening skills and the rules of conversation.
There are plenty of non-verbal games in this chapter to foster confidence.
Self-awareness is the subject of Chapter 5. Activities here will increase understanding of identity,
personal strengths and qualities, wishes, beliefs and values. These focus on the positive and
include activities to support self-esteem. Chapter 6 explores individual emotions more directly.
This includes definitions, developing an ‘emotion’ vocabulary, understanding how feelings are
felt in the body, how feelings are linked to social and cultural factors and ways to regulate and
express emotions safely.
Chapter 7 is focused on building and developing a supportive class ethos. It aims to develop
awareness of the feelings and situations of others and taking appropriate responsibility for one
another. This is where you will find activities that encourage empathy. Chapter 8 focuses more
specifically on friendliness, friendship skills and what is needed for successful collaboration.
Finally Chapter 9 addresses both challenging situations and challenging feelings. It covers problem solving for individuals and also issues that arise within the class group, including
bullying. It helps readers tune into emotions to be effective problem solvers: what helps everyone feel better?
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HAPTER 1

Setting the Scene

This introductory chapter provides an overview of the history, principles and theoretical
foundations for Circle Time and defines emotional literacy. Here the rationale for using Circle Time
is given. The rest of the book shows you how.

Circles in History
The symbolism of circles is ageless. A circle can represent wholeness, continuity, universality, unity,
inclusion, equality and protection. As with sunlight, the power within circles radiates out to all.
Using a circle formation as a means of social interaction is also historical and cross-cultural. The
North American medicine wheel is just one example of how traditionally indigenous communities
have used circles as a means of decision-making and conflict resolution. The ‘Quality Circle’ initiative, first developed by Kaoru Ishikawa in Japan in the 1960s (Ishikawa, 1985), has been used widely
in a business environment. It is based on the principle that full participation in decision-making and
problem-solving improves the quality of work. Circles are now also an essential feature of the restorative justice movement, involving all who have been affected by an offence, including the offender.

Development of Circle Time in Education
I first came across Circle Time in 1991 in New Jersey. The school principal told me that each class
had a ‘Magic Circle’ session every day after recess. He was convinced that it was this that maintained a sense of calm, purpose, and mutual support.
Others have since taken up and developed the Circle Time framework and ethic. Much of this
book builds on the ideas of Jenny Mosley, Barbara Maines, George Robinson, Theresa Bliss,
Margaret Collins and Murray White. Jenny, in particular, is widely recognized for the significant
contribution that she has made, notably for taking Circle Time into a framework for whole
school quality. Like language, however, Circle Time is constantly evolving and being developed
still further by authors such as Tina Rae, Charlie Smith and Andrew Fuller. Teachers and students
themselves devise ever more ingenious ways of meeting the aims for social and emotional learning and some of their ideas are included here.
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There are different understandings and definitions of both the terms ‘emotional literacy’ and ‘Circle
Time’, so first we will clarify the meanings and foundations on which we are building here.

What Is Emotional Literacy?
Emotional literacy is a values-based concept concerned with all aspects of relationships. This
includes not only the development of knowledge and skills within individuals but also the ethos
of the systems and communities in which we live and work. The following is a brief summary
of what this means at different levels.
Emotional literacy for individuals encompasses:
■

personal awareness, understanding, knowledge and skills related to what we feel and why

■

knowing how to regulate emotion safely

■

having awareness of what maintains emotional resources

■

having a repertoire of ways in which to express emotion safely and being able to put
this into practice in challenging situations

■

awareness and knowledge of others and skills in relating to them

■

the ability to tune into the affective to manage situations well

■

a focus on the positive

■

personal and professional integrity: identifying values and acting consistently across
contexts on the basis of these

■

a sense of personal effectiveness and an internal locus of control

■

acting thoughtfully rather than on impulse.

Emotional literacy between people promotes:

2

■

the demonstration of acknowledgment, acceptance and value

■

positive and constructive communication

■

effective interactions, including appropriate assertiveness

■

honesty, transparency and trust

■

support and the mutual maintenance of emotional resources

■

willingness to resolve conflict by negotiation and compromise

■

a focus on issues rather than personalities

■

exploration of competencies and possibilities rather than making judgements and
attributing blame

■

skills to de-escalate potential confrontation

■

the ability to withdraw from situations appropriately and safely.

© 2007 Hawker Brownlow Education SA3883
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Emotional literacy at a systems level (classroom, school, family, community):
■

enhances emotional safety

■

gives agency and ownership to decision-making

■

is ethical and fair

■

encourages a constructive, positive and solution-focused approach

■

promotes responsibility

■

values diversity

■

is flexible and creative

■

has high expectations

■

is modelled by leaders.

Emotional literacy means working in the following ways to develop social and emotional capital:
■

collaborating to promote inclusive well-being rather than a blame culture

■

proactively addressing underlying issues rather than reacting to and ‘treating’
symptoms of distress

■

being reflective, listening to people and withholding hasty judgement

■

focusing on the humanity we all share, respecting difference, valuing diversity and
promoting a sense of belonging.

Emotional literacy is neither sentimental nor self-indulgent. It has great potential to enhance
both individual and community well-being. Re-evaluating the way we think about ourselves and
how we interact with others can be exciting but also challenging.

Emotional literacy is not a program – it is a way of being.
Circle Time is one way of developing it.

What Is Circle Time?
Circle Time is a structured framework for group interaction. It can be used in many different
ways, but within a classroom it is focused on developing:
■

self awareness, knowledge and skills

■

knowledge and understanding of others

■

a sense of belonging and connectedness

■

a focus on the positive

■

increased emotional resources and well-being

■

collaborative decision making, conflict resolution and problem-solving.

© 2007 Hawker Brownlow Education SA3883
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Circle Time takes place at least once a week for approximately 30 minutes, depending on the age
of the children. Regularity is important. There is little educational benefit in having Circle Time
occasionally as a ‘treat’.
There is a clear format in which students and teachers take part in a wide range of individual,
paired, small group and whole class activities. Many activities are presented as games and participants are mixed up so that everyone interacts with everyone else.
There are three rules based on the principles of respect, safety and inclusion:
1 everyone gets a turn–when it is someone’s turn to speak, everyone else listens
2 individuals may pass if they wish – there is no pressure to say anything
3 there are no put-downs at any time – this means no naming, blaming or shaming.

Principles of Circle Time
The following principles of Circle Time are the foundations of the framework.

Democracy
There are equal opportunities to participate and contribute. No one group or individual is able
to dominate. Knowing that each person will get their turn promotes cooperation.

Respect
The rules emphasize respect for individuals and their contributions. The Circle will discuss
problems, but not people. Students who experience respect and have it modelled to them will
understand what it means and feels like, and therefore be more able to show this to others.

Empathy
Many Circle Time activities are aimed at breaking down barriers and stereotypes, valuing differences and seeking what is shared. Mixing students up so that they get to know their classmates in
a variety of ways is a key feature. This actively addresses bullying, prejudice and discrimination.

Community
Promoting a whole class ethos where each is responsible for others and for creating a safe atmosphere is a central tenet of Circle Time. Although there are some team games, activities emphasize collaboration rather than competition.

Inclusion
Everyone in a class is welcomed into the Circle regardless of their ability or behaviour. Each
person is given the same opportunities as every other one. Established Circles sometimes invite
students from different classes or years, parents or other visitors.

4
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Choice
No-one is pressured unduly to participate. This means that running Circles in a classroom should be
a teacher’s choice, not mandatory – a teacher feeling compelled to do so is unlikely to run a successful
Circle. Students who regularly demonstrate they are unwilling or unable to behave appropriately in the
Circle are given the choice to conform to the basic rules and stay or to leave the Circle.

Safety
As with the above, no one has to respond verbally. Students may pass if they wish for as long as
they like. Students usually join in when they have the confidence or otherwise feel comfortable.
Focusing on the positive helps facilitators to avoid more sensitive issues but they need to
respond quickly and appropriately if these are raised.

Agency, Responsibility and Locus of Control
Circles are less about telling students what to do than providing a framework in which they take
responsibility. Students are given opportunities to construct solutions for class issues themselves.
Devising solutions together increases the responsibility for making them happen. Giving
students agency also helps to change an ‘external locus of control’, where a person believes that
everything just happens to them (good things happen by chance and bad things are someone
else’s fault) to an ‘internal locus of control’, which is a belief that a person’s own actions and
efforts can effect change.

Reflection
Many of the games and activities are designed to encourage discussion and reflection. This
includes definitions of more abstract concepts such as feelings, values, rights and responsibilities. Even very young children can talk and think about what is fair, friendly or kind.

Creativity
There is a wide scope for creativity in Circle Time activities. Imagination underpins the ability to
problem-solve, have compassion for others and think laterally.

Positive emotionality
Many activities are structured so that individuals experience positive emotions. When people
feel better about both themselves and others they have more emotional resources to cope with
challenges (Frederickson et al., 2000).

© 2007 Hawker Brownlow Education SA3883

5

