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      “Joe’s book links the conceptual framework of circle practice to daily activities that allow the building of new neural pathways in adults and students. These neural pathways can lead us to cultural transformation toward a culture of belonging and agency for everyone. This is the urgent call of our time. The book is bursting with examples of activities, prompts, and strategies to support educators in bringing the circle to life in schools.”

      Kay Pranis, Circle trainer, coauthor of Circle Forward: Building a Restorative School Community

      

      “For years I have witnessed the transformative power of Joe Provisor’s circle practice. His pioneering work in California and beyond has not only shaped my own journey as a theater and ritual practitioner but has offered thousands of students and teachers a path back to the heart of learning: connection, story, and community. Circle Ways arrives at a moment of profound educational and planetary crisis—as both map and medicine. This book is not merely a manual; it is a legacy, crafted with humility and courage, for the seventh generation. Joe’s life-long commitment to healing and transformation shines through every page, inviting us all to remember that we belong to one another—and that no one is expendable.”

      Héctor Aristizábal, theater artist, psychologist, and founder of Re-Conectando

      

      “In an era when schools are asked to do more than ever, Circle Ways provides a timely and compassionate model for meeting children’s academic, social, and emotional needs. Refined through Joe Provisor’s decades of practice in diverse schools, this book is a practical resource that addresses the real-world challenges educators face while fostering belonging, resilience, and hope.”

      Susan Kaiser Greenland, author of Real-World Enlightenment, Mindful Games, and The Mindful Child

      

      “Joe Provisor’s book could not be more timely, essential and profound in giving concrete tools for a circle-based pedagogy—one based on connection to self, others, and the greater good. The book offers critical and creative insights that Provisor lives and downloads from his vast and rich experience. He offers how to formulate prompts ranging from biblical verse, poetry, prose and the seemingly mundane. Naming rituals and shared purpose, he hits the mark on how to foster a sense of shared identity and belonging. Teaching children to listen deeply he makes clear that Circle not only develops crucial skills for resolving conflicts but also capacity for creating relationships that satisfy the need to be safely seen without judgement, rejection, or shaming. This is an essential book for anyone interested in social change and community building.”

      Deborah Heifetz, PhD, social anthropologist, mediator, and educator who developed the Human Needs Matrix as a Map to Compassion

      

      “This is an important book for those interested in education and a must-read for anyone in the growing movement to re-imagine the way we educate our young … This includes teachers, administrators, parents and those students who are ready to reflect more consciously on their educational lives. Joe Provisor introduces the circle practices that lie at the heart of every traditional culture in remarkably deep, comprehensive and personal ways, that engage one’s imagination profoundly. Beyond the great learning benefits of circle practices, Provisor’s extensive experience connects these practices to many dimensions of a school’s curriculum—both philosophically and practically. Page after page, the reader becomes more tangibly engaged in Circle Ways’s potential for playing a primary role in a school community.”

      Jack Zimmerman, PhD, coauthor of The Way of Council

      

      “I am in great gratitude for this long-awaited offering from Joe Provisor and his dedication to the ways of council over so many years. The experience shared within I trust—and, dare to say, pray—will touch the hearts and minds of many and will become even more part of the education and healing needed for our shared future. Such an essential gift for many who need to engage with this book and awaken, offer, learn, and carry support for circle ways in their schools, their communities, and their everyday lives in the times ahead.”

      Virginia Coyle, community activist, coauthor of The Way of Council

      

      “The circle is one of humanity’s oldest symbols of wholeness, belonging, and renewal. In this book, Joe Provisor draws on decades of holding circles in schools and communities to demonstrate how this ancient, yet simple, practice can transform the lives of students and teachers. Amid systems of power and hierarchy, the circle offers a radical alternative: listening and speaking with the whole self—body, mind, and heart—fostering connections within oneself, with others, and with the larger, living world. This book reminds me that circles, indeed, can save our world!”

      Betsy Perluss, PhD, retired professor of Counseling, CSULA, and wilderness guide with The School of Lost Borders
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      This book is a manifesto, a memoir, and a map. Educators have always faced the challenge of imagining what their students will need in the future. The reality now, in 2025, is that the pace of cultural, technological, and environmental change vastly outpaces our ability to predict the future from year to year. Our curricula are obsolete the moment they are conceived. How do we keep up?

      With the availability of the internet, information (and misinformation) of all kinds is accessible to all, and tracking reliable sources and research is becoming an advanced skill. Facts and truth are now matters of debate. The cascade of news and media-produced images preclude our ability to reflect, to ask ourselves, “How does this information touch my lived experience?” Now with AI, the work of gathering and processing information appears to be done for us! We might say that humanity is being coded. In addition, the glut of images from media crowds out the ability to exercise our own imagination. As John Dewey said, “We do not learn from experience but from reflection upon experience.” How do we create more opportunities for imagination and reflection?

      The former United States Surgeon General noted that there is an “epidemic of loneliness.” We have just emerged from a global pandemic. Who could have predicted the emotional tolls this caused for families, schools, and communities? Teachers report a decrease in social skills as a product of isolation. Even if they are not exposed to it directly, children sense the anxiety of adults around them—their concerns about survival and safety, adequate housing, the availability of clean water and healthy foods, environmental degradation, a lack of healthcare, future possibilities for employment, ongoing wars, and polarized politics. How do we as educators sustain our vision of a better world for the children? How do we embrace the reality of these issues and build a community of “active hope” as Joanna Macy puts it?

      This book offers suggestions for how to meet this moment through building connections—within the self, within and around the school community, and between lived experience and academic knowledge. It is a memoir, offering one educator’s experience with a circle-based pedagogy, providing anecdotes of the joys and challenges of what is being proposed. In doing so, I encourage the reader to bring an attitude of compassion for yourself and your students as you face inevitable resistances and setbacks that arise with this shift of paradigm and perspective. When you suggest that students can listen and speak “from the heart,” they will rightly ask, “What world are you living in?” They see no exemplars of such compassion for self and other in their world. This is why all stakeholders in the school community must walk the talk.

      As a manifesto in the manner of Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, it offers a radical shift in the relationship of student to teacher and a revisioning of how curriculum is determined, developed, and delivered. It suggests a paradigm that shifts the culture of schools from a vertical axis of authority and dominance to a horizontal axis of collaboration, from a pre-determined, curriculum-based education to one embodying flexibility and relevance to meet the pace of change. It also suggests a worldview, a way of being, and a way of teaching and learning that values each being as essential, unique, and irreplaceable. A circle view honors people and the natural world. Every living thing has a voice worthy of our compassionate listening. In circle, leaders emerge when there is a common need, and, when that need has been met, they return to a coequal place as simply one among many. In circle, knowledge is not commodified; it is shared. We acknowledge circle “ways” because every culture has developed unique circle practices. We honor, rather than appropriate these, noting commonalities that can serve within many traditions and unique circumstances. A circle-based pedagogy is one based on connection—to self, others, and the greater good. It respects the unique perspectives and experiences of all participants; engages all learners in the co-creation of meaning; acknowledges the teacher in the student and the student in the teacher; and links academic, relational (social-emotional), and student-directed learning. It aligns process with content and creates relevance by linking both to the experiences and needs of learners. It encourages ownership, responsibility, and agency in the process and application of learning.

      As a map, this book gives extensive guidance to readers to initiate and sustain circle-based practices with students, administrators, counselors, and parents/caregivers. Rather than providing a curriculum for the reader to follow by rote, I hope that you will see how to apply circle practice to the existing curriculum within traditional “disciplines”; as a foundation for what is now called social-emotional learning and skills; and how to shape facilitation to serve students’ needs in the immediate moment. I hope that the examples and anecdotes given will encourage you to shape your pedagogy to the unique circumstances of your classrooms, including how to apply circles to support deeper understanding of whatever curriculum you are charged with delivering.

      This book is also about a return of schools to the village spoken of in the African maxim, a return of the place where the community gathers with a focus on posterity, addressing the challenging pan-cultural, indigenous wisdom: May all of our decisions be made with awareness of their impact on the children—for seven generations. It is from the village that we re-learn a lesson we and our ancestors knew so well: We belong to one another. No one is expendable.

      

      Chapter 1 begins by placing a circle-based pedagogy in broad pancultural contexts, reminding the reader that every culture has some form of structured dialogic practice. The first chapter also orients the reader to rationale for the uses of circles not only to build social-emotional competencies but also for the delivery and processing of content in every academic discipline as well for creating a context for students to explore what is important to them.

      Chapter 2 considers the inner work required of an educator who adopts a circle-based pedagogy. Having been raised in a culture focused on individual achievement, I emphasize the challenges of developing a circle-based worldview and becoming a facilitator of circles. Schools that adopt a circle “program” must begin with the educators experiencing the value of the practice for themselves. As exemplars of authentic expression and compassionate listening are few in the lives of students, educators must live the practice, exploring the possibilities with each other, so that they are not, once again, asking students to do something that the teachers themselves don’t do. I suggest how a reader might approach bringing authenticity and humble authority to circle facilitation.

      Chapters 3, 4, and 5 emphasize the basics of circle facilitation and the art of forming prompts that elicit stories of lived experience from participants. Chapter 6 explores circle forms and modes. There are many forms to adapt practice to large groups, limited time and space, multiple perspectives, and conflict. Modes, based on Gardner’s “intelligences,” offer various ways to engage students through art, movement, music, meditation, process, and intuition. This addresses the common, inaccurate expectation that circles are just about sitting around talking.

      Chapter 7 describes many ways a teacher of any subject can use circles to welcome students, develop class norms, assess prior knowledge, celebrate achievements and special moments, collaborate and persevere, develop study skills, set intentions, create accountability, make course corrections, and meaningfully acknowledge transitions. Chapter 8, then, looks at how to apply a circle-based pedagogy in service of content delivery in all the traditional academic disciplines: language arts, social studies, math, and science.

      Chapter 9 focuses on what I call “relational arts,” including social-emotional learning and skill-building, counseling, and restorative justice. Educators learn to read the “interactive field” of the classroom to discover relational dynamics and turn towards them to strengthen agency and heal from harm. Chapter 10 explores how we hand facilitation over to the students. Circle practice is a “portable” skill that students can take into every aspect of their lives: personal relationships, business and other collaborative ventures, and creative pursuits.

      Chapter 11 addresses what I call “institutional realities,” the challenges that will likely come up as we try to bring circle practice to all school stakeholders. The chapter looks at how we might meet pushback; how a horizontal axis of authority (the circle) can flourish within the vertical axis (hierarchy) of an institution; how to manage not having enough time, space, and too many students; how to sustain a program internally without reliance on outside agencies; and how we care for our emotional well-being when we bear witness to the complex and often traumatic inner lives of students.

      Chapter 12 brings the reader back to a vision of the culture shift possible when all school stakeholders embrace circle practice. The chapter considers how circle practice addresses issues of underutilization of school premises, community healthcare, co-parenting (or “village” parenting), sustainable human and environmental practices, and deepening the practice to bring engaging relevance to the rapidly changing circumstances that students will confront in an uncertain future. It is a vision of hope informed by recognizing and turning towards the complex realities of our time.

      My Journey to the Circle

      My journey of return to the circle is a most unlikely story, and that is why I consider circle practice a way of healing and why I am writing this book. For me personally, and from what I absorbed  from my culture and environment, being simply one among many, one among equals is a sign of failure. It symbolizes a lack of independence, a surrender of autonomy and choice. To be a man, I thought, meant not needing anyone and being entirely self-reliant. To this day, I find it hard to ask for help. Perhaps the thing I long for most is the thing I most resist.

      We all turn away from circles at some time in our personal and cultural development. We leave the mother, the community, a home, a path, a workplace, a relationship. We individuate. At some point, the circles feel confining. I can tell only my own story with any degree of authenticity, and mine involves a somewhat enclosed childhood in a mostly Jewish, middle-class neighborhood in Los Angeles.

      Several early incidents stand out in my journey toward the circle. I knew very little about people who were not just like me, and my only exposure to diversity came through the TV. As usual in August of 1965 in our house, the TV was on in the living room. What I saw scared me: images of police and military confronting people in the streets of Los Angeles. The people were Black. Pictures flashed of Black people running wild, smashing store windows, looting, and setting fires. At nine years old, all I knew was that this was happening somewhere south of where we lived. The TV images lasted for days. On one of those days, I climbed up on the roof of our apartment with my toy BB gun and aimed it south across Venice Boulevard, prepared to defend my home from invaders. The imprints from those TV images still haunt me.

      Although I was unaware of it, I probably heard a call to the circle when I was 12 years old. I distinctly remember thinking that my goal in life was to smile at and have conversations with as many people as I could. I imagined being the kind of person who would listen to the stories of others. I didn’t feel such a need to tell my own story, but I did want to find out what other people were interested in, what they loved and what their concerns were. I tried to do this, but deep culturally ingrained fears limited my capacity to do more than smile at strangers, and to condemn those who did not smile back! Perhaps more than a compassionate streak, this was my own desire to be seen.

      In contrast to my fantasy, fear of the other, particularly the Black other, was seared into me. My school experience continued to be relatively segregated in West Los Angeles. In 1968, when I was 13, along with nightly images of soldiers fighting another other in Vietnam, I became aware of the presidential campaign of Robert F. Kennedy. I had seen pictures of him with Dr. Martin Luther King. Images of him seemed to convey a compassionate, concerned listener. Here was a man, it seemed, who embraced all people, and at the time I was not aware of any such leaders. And he was running for president!

      This, I believe, gave me a surge of hope and optimism, so much so that on a school night I stayed up late into the early morning hours of June 5, 1968, to watch the results of the California presidential primary. When Kennedy took the stage in the ballroom of the Ambassador Hotel, after making a joke about his dog Freckles and thanking his wife Ethel, he acknowledged “the Black community” for helping him win the primary. This was a moment full of possibility, holding the promise of a better world with people of all races and nations working together for peace.

      It was a scene quite unfamiliar to me. The moment and the feeling were short-lived. There was a commotion and then the news that Kennedy had been shot.

      I count that moment as the beginning for me of a turning away from the circle inherent in that vision of peace, a circle where I felt engaged and included, one where the seeds of awareness of others and compassion could grow. I was turning towards a more selfish view. Nothing could be done for the world, so I had to focus on my own pleasure and my own small circle of peers.

      In 1970, when I started at Alexander Hamilton High School, students had just begun to be bused to the campus. Although these were the “hippie” years, and “rap groups” were a thing, there was no protocol instituted to help students get to know one another. Suddenly, there were Black students in our classes, but there was no opportunity for us to hear each other’s stories. South LA was still another and completely alien world to us.

      Another experience that I consider formative occurred over a two-year period in 1978–79 when as a part of my teacher training program at CSU Northridge, I was a volunteer writing tutor at Camp David Gonzales, a maximum-security boys detention facility in Malibu Canyon. Most of the young men there were Black or Brown.

      One night stands out. Another student and I were working in “Zuma,” the solitary confinement wing. These 16–17-year-old boys had a choice: either stay in their cells alone or come to see us! We had designed what we thought was an engaging lesson. I would pretend to be from (Vonnegut’s) planet Tralfamadore. Knowing nothing about life on Earth, I needed advice from its inhabitants because my planet was in chaos. We were to design an ideal community, a model for reform. It would have all the elements for safe, creative, and fulfilling lives.

      On a large sheet of paper, we started to draw a map and to brainstorm what should be included in the community: housing, schools, businesses. When we suggested that there should be a park, there was unanimous disagreement over the idea. I was baffled. The boys explained that the park would only become turf for gang wars. Such public, open spaces would bring about violence, they told us, and the community would be better off without them.

      This led to the boys revealing that they were all involved in gangs. They informed us that although they were cool with each other in the camp, those from rival gangs would have to kill each other if they met up on the outside. One young man said, “Like this guy right here,” pointing to another young man sitting on the other side of the table, “if I saw him outside, I’d blow him away, and I know he would try to do the same to me.” I could not comprehend or believe what I was hearing and at the time wrote it off as a boast. I came to find out that this was not just bravado. Over my two years at Gonzales, several recently paroled students I had worked with turned up dead only days or weeks after their release.

      It was not until I began teaching at two remarkably diverse schools, Thomas Starr King Junior High in 1983 and Palms Junior High, my alma mater, in 1990, that I really met students not only of different racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds, but also from across the globe. At King, my beginning ESL classes were filled with children whose families had fled war or strife in El Salvador, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, Cambodia, Laos, Iran, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. My job was not only to teach them English but also to shape a respectful, cooperative classroom. As I began to hear their stories through pictures and their emerging English, my world broadened, and I believe my heart opened. It was in this context in 1989 that I first offered the circle, talking piece and all, in my classroom.

      The Ojai Foundation, Robert Bly, and Mythopoetic Men's Groups

      In late October of 1985, I attended a weekend gathering for men with poet Robert Bly and mythologist-storyteller Michael Meade on the land at The Ojai Foundation retreat center a couple hours north of LA. It was still a personal, intellectual interest that motivated me. Bly’s poetry was the subject of the master’s thesis I had just begun, so, I told myself, this was about gathering information for that purpose. I was not interested in hanging out with a bunch of men. In fact, at the time the thought of doing so was quite off-putting. I did not talk about matters of the heart with other men.

      I soon found myself in the Dharma Yurt, a large round structure nestled amid the oaks and sage, with about 100 men. In that room I heard something I had never had before. It was more the tone than the actual content—men speaking, as we say, from the heart. Men speaking of love, loss, and longing, of absent fathers, missed opportunities, and dreams deferred, men weeping, consoling one another, and acknowledging the soft places in themselves without this revelation diminishing their strength and wild delight. And there was in that place, for me, a yet unfamiliar and extraordinary quality of listening. As men told their stories, the silence of the listeners was embracing and encouraging. Men not only did not interrupt one another: there were silences after each speaker as his words were felt and considered. This quality of listening awakened in me a longing for something I had only experienced in the company of women.

      While I felt the need for deeper connection, I still felt uneasy about this kind of intimacy. I returned for a men’s gathering with Bly in 1986. I had heard that men from these gatherings were forming local groups to continue what Bly called “mythopoetic” work. Bly and Meade used myths, fairy tales, and poetry to help men make connections between these expressions and their own lived experience. After this gathering, when a friend told me about a local men’s group, not associated with Bly’s events, I steeled myself and went. When I entered the location, I found credit card machines ready for the initiates to sign up. Then came a high-pressure sales pitch for facilitated how-to-become-a-man trainings! That sealed it for me. I was convinced that there was always a catch to these groups. My return to the circle was again thwarted.

      I did, however, return to The Ojai Foundation in late October 1988. At the conclusion of this workshop, Bly asked if any of us would like to form local groups. Despite my long-standing reservations, I raised my hand and found myself connected with eleven other men who lived close to me in Los Angeles. We committed to meet every other week in a “leaderless” group to explore mythology, poetry, dreams, and topics of interest and concern to us as men.

      We learned about the use a “talking piece” from members of The Lost Dogs Men’s Council, the group that had sponsored the event with Bly in Ojai. One member of the Lost Dogs, Wayne Liebman, later published Tending the Fire: The Ritual Men’s Group (1991), which contains circle practices that influenced how we would conduct our meetings. Our biweekly meetings consisted of three parts: an “outer” check-in, an “inner” check-in, and a topic of meaning to the group “leader” for the night. The “outer” check-in was a time to share details about work, relationships, local and world events that might be affecting us. This was usually done without a talking piece and in no prescribed order. After a ceremonial move to another space, the “inner” check-in involved an opportunity for each of us to reflect on the stirrings of our hearts, to speak of these or to access them silently. For this we used a talking piece. During the third phase of the meeting, the evening’s leader would bring us something that for him was charged with meaning—a myth, a poem, a fairy or folk tale, a question, a dream, or a dilemma. We each in turn, with the use of the talking piece, spoke of what was alive for us in these archetypal renderings, where we “entered” the poem, myth or dream, what touched the truth of our direct experience. I speak of my “journey” to the circle, because nothing in my experience had prepared me for the kind of honesty, empathy, and brotherhood I felt in those gatherings and in that group.

      Poetry Council

      My training as a teacher in the early 1980s focused on benevolent control—having the students think that they were making the discoveries I had carefully placed in their path. In those days, before the current prescribed scripting of lessons, we prepared plans using a “t-sheet.” The left column was “what the teacher does” and the right was “what the students will do.” Teacher questions and directions were on the left and acceptable student responses and actions were on the right. My training supervisor at that time, Dr. Helen Lodge, to whom I am deeply indebted for instilling in me the rigor, craft, and seriousness of teaching, even had me note what she called “heavy cuing” in the left column of the plan—what I would say and do if students failed to give those predetermined responses. I later discovered that I was being acculturated in what Paulo Freire called “the banking model” of education.

      In May of 1990, in my one “honors” ninth-grade English class at Thomas Starr King Junior High, I announced that now that state testing was finished, I had “saved the best for last.” We were going to focus our last unit on poetry! My excited offering inspired a chorus of groans. I was crestfallen. This was the reaction of my students to poetry, the highest aesthetic expression of language! What was it about this form of expression that my students found so off-putting?

      I determined that it must have been something about the way poetry had been presented to them in school. I thought about the unit I was about to present, the preconceived insights I would lead the students to “discover,” including the “heavy cuing” I would employ if they stumbled on their journey to those insights. I believed that by teaching about poetic form and figurative language, I would give my students the keys to unlock the mysteries of meaning.

      Realizing that the way I was about to teach is exactly the reason for my students’ revulsion, I dropped my carefully crafted lesson plans for the unit and decided instead to see if we could find a way to enjoy poetry. My experience with the men’s group pointed a way.

      The next day I took the class to the library. Every book of or about poetry was arranged on tables. My instruction to my students was simple: “Find something that speaks to you.” It might be just a word, a phrase, or an image that draws your attention. If they couldn’t find something in the library, they might think about the lyrics from a favorite song. To earn extra credit all students had to do was memorize a poem or lyric and present it to the class as a gift. That is, they should feel that the words would in some way be meaningful to others in the class. This gift, I told them would be presented in a “poetry council.”

      I crafted a talking piece for the occasion: a piece of driftwood from a local beach that I decorated with colorful stones collected in my travels. I took the class outdoors to a grass area where we sat in a circle. The protocol for the circle was this: holding the talking piece, one student would recite the poem twice; listeners took the words in, not trying to analyze or understand, just listening. Once students heard the poem twice through, the speaker passed the talking piece to the left. There was no requirement to speak. Students could “pass” (with a bit of encouragement to check in internally long enough to see if they had anything to say). They were instructed to simply listen for words, phrases, or images, or passages that sparked some interest for them. And they were explicitly told not to try to remember the whole poem or to determine what it meant. Then, we had a “speed round,” where students simply said the word, phrase, or image that stayed with them. Next, we conducted a “story round.” Students were encouraged to recall a personal experience that in some way (even tangentially) connected to the word, phrase, or image they remembered from the poem. If there was a mountain in the poem, a student might, upon receiving the talking piece, tell of an experience in the mountains; if there was mention of a father, a student might offer a story that comes to mind about their father. After a round of such stories, the speaker would recite the poem a third time.

      Our first volunteer, a young woman whose choice perhaps was influenced by familiarity from a previous English class, offered Robert Frost’s “The Road Not Taken.” After hearing the poem twice, the speaker passed the talking piece and students first shared recalled words, phrases or images, and then, in the second round, they told their stories. There were stories of family camping and road trips, playing in grassy fields, getting lost in the woods, even an early memory of getting lost in a supermarket. There were stories of choices and decisions and stories of regret.

      When the talking piece came around the circle and back to her, the young woman recited the poem a third time. What I witnessed next changed my life as an educator.

      As she spoke, I saw students in the circle lean in. They were listening, I thought, with new ears. They were receiving the poem in a new way. They were listening not only for the words that prompted their stories the first time around but also for the words that elicited stories from their classmates. They were actively engaged in creating relevance, seeing where the poem touched the lived experience of their peers, and in gaining a deeper understanding of the whole poem through collaborative awareness. The poem was no longer a specimen to be dissected. It was alive, evolving, current, and meaningful. The “poetry council” became a regular end-of-year activity in my English classes.

      Palms Middle School

      In 1990, as we were expecting our first child, I moved closer to home and accepted a position at Palms Middle School, where I had been a student at from 1968–1970. Several of my teachers were still on the faculty!

      At the end of my first year, I took each of my seventh-grade classes out to the grassy quad area in the middle of the school. We sat in a circle and conducted poetry councils. During one such session, the assistant principal, Lana Brody, came up behind me and tapped me on the shoulder. “Please see me in my office after school,” she said and walked away toward the administrative building. I thought, “Uh oh! Busted.” Had I failed to comply with a permission protocol to conduct class on the quad? Were we the target of a noise complaint? Was it something about the circle? Something about “Native American” spiritual practice in a public school?

      I entered her office with these paranoid concerns swirling. When she saw me, she asked, “Were you doing a council?” Yes, as a matter of fact, I was. She asked, “Do you know Jack Zimmerman and Paul Cummins?” I said that I knew of them … Jack as a director at The Ojai Foundation and Paul as the founder of Crossroads School in Santa Monica—but I had not met them. Then she said, “I sit in a council every month with Jack and Paul and other private and public-school administrators.” She explained that they had established a group called New Visions for Educators to provide a place for administrators to “speak the truth about what was going on in their schools.” They, too, used the protocol of the talking piece to allow for more considered expression and more attentive listening. I was completely knocked out by this striking alignment of fates (and the degree to which I allowed myself to misjudge her simple request to meet in her office).

      Two years later, this meaningful coincidence came back into focus. On May 1, 1992, as we were celebrating my son Aaron’s first birthday, we could smell the smoke from the uprisings in Los Angeles that came with the news of acquittals of police officers charged in the beating of Rodney King, a Black motorist, an incident videotaped and widely viewed. News of the acquittal of a Korean shop owner in the shooting of 15-year-old Latasha Harlans was also still fresh. These events pervaded the atmosphere at Palms the next day. Students clumped in racially defined groups and moved around campus anticipating and preparing for trouble. There was a palpable fracturing of the usual calm of this highly socio-economically and culturally diverse Los Angeles Unified School District campus.

      When Lana arrived at the next New Visions council, she spoke of her deep concern over this fracturing and the powerlessness of the system to address it, other than through the usual means of punishing students responsible for reactive violence or misconduct on campus. Her tone was uncharacteristic for the woman Palms faculty lovingly referred to as “Poly-Lana.” At that meeting Jack and Paul determined to try the first public-school experiment with the council practice that had become the cornerstone of Crossroads’ human development program called “Mysteries.” After a series of meetings with staff and parents—and Lana’s declaration “This will happen!”—the Palms Council Project launched.

      At its peak in the years 1997–2005, every student, over 2,000 at that time, experienced a weekly hour-long circle with time allotted from Social Studies or Language Arts classes. There were literally 100 circles occurring every week. With no set curriculum for these sessions, teachers and facilitators were free to integrate circle practice with the content and instructional goals of their classes; to use the time to facilitate bonding, sharing, self-reflection, respect, intention setting, as well as accountability and “restorative” practices when relational norms were broken. Often, the sessions would include play, movement, music, art making, and mindfulness. This variety of applications in an educational setting produced rich monthly “curriculum shares” among staff. There were weekly lunchtime drop-in circles for all staff, monthly staff and parent circles, and community circles involving all school stakeholders—neighbors, local business-people, and service providers, including local police. The children themselves regularly led these as they were becoming experts in facilitation and in modeling what it means to listen and speak “from the heart.”

      By the time of the Columbine school shooting tragedy, Palms had become a go-to site when the press wanted to know about proactive violence prevention efforts in the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD), although we were only one of one thousand schools in the District.

      Two other Palms Council Project components should be noted here and will be more fully discussed in later chapters. Students in our special education and special day classes were regularly “mainstreamed” for circles. That is, students who would normally all be together with one teacher for most of the instructional day were integrated into “regular” classes for the hour. This brought deeper awareness to the school community that everyone, no matter what their personal or educational challenges, has a story to tell. You do not have to be a member of the academic decathlon team or even to be a “successful” student to participate in a circle.

      Another critical factor that gave great vitality to the program involved the inclusion of “community participants” in the classroom councils. The vision was to return local elders to the school community, to invite adults living close to the school to become “listening presences” in the youth councils. We wanted the children to know that if they were going to have the courage to bring their truths to the circle, the community would be listening.

      LAUSD/CPC/Circle Ways

      After 14 years of successful implementation at Palms, in the spring of 2006, The Herb Alpert Foundation provided The Ojai Foundation with a three-year grant, authored by Jack Zimmerman, to establish an office in the school district’s headquarters to spread the practice to the LAUSD’s nearly 1,000 schools.

      For eight years, 2006–2014, the Council Practitioners Center was housed in LAUSD’s Office of Curriculum, Instruction, and School Support (OCISS). My longtime partner in the Palms project, Monica Chinlund, and I staffed the office. We were grateful to have a circle of 15 council “mentors” who worked as independent contractors to bring training and mentoring into the schools. Together we developed a “mentor model,” which paired experienced circle facilitators with classroom teachers, counselors, and administrators.

      After I retired from the District in 2016, Marc Rosner, who devoted himself to circle practice after having experienced it as a parent in one of our schools, and I established Circle Ways to carry on the work independently of both the school district and The Ojai Foundation.

      Circles, of course, belong to no one and to everyone. There are many other organizations that provide training in the use of circles in schools. I like to think that the success and spread of circles in the schools is coming about now because there is another cultural paradigm shift in operation, brought about by a growing consciousness of our interdependence, with each other and with the natural world. It is perhaps a shift brought about by knowing that the survival of our species requires that we remember that we belong to one another. No one is expendable. No one can be exiled or expelled from this classroom we call Earth. We will learn to collaborate, or we will perish. The circle is where we begin and where we must return.

      My hope is that you will hear this invitation to return to the circle, and that you will have the courage to rearrange the furniture in your classroom, your meeting spaces, and your common areas from time to time. See what happens! The story I tell myself is that I am writing this book because circle practice is my medicine. The disease is the illusion of separateness. I am still in recovery. My journey to the circle continues. Old habits are hard to break.
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        “Who shall say what prospect life offers to another. Could a greater miracle take place than for us to look through each other’s eyes for an instant? We should live in all the ages of the world in an hour; ay, in all worlds of the ages. History, Poetry, Mythology! – I know of no reading of another’s experience so startling and informing as this would be.”

        —Henry David Thoreau, “Economy,” Walden

      

      

      A Brief Amnesia

      This book is an invitation to bring circles first into your own life and then perhaps to extend the invitation to others and to your students. For many of you, this will be an invitation to a place with which you are already deeply familiar, as there is really nothing new in this old way. Personally, I believe that our familiarity with circle technology is a matter of recovering from a mild case of brief amnesia, say about 200–300 years. Our ancestors gathered around the central fire. For most of human history we learned in circles. Your DNA already knows how to be in circles!

      What is Circle?

      I define “circle” as anything we do with a heightened awareness of self and other (people and elements of the natural world). By this definition you can have a circle with yourself as in meditation or other forms of self-inquiry. A circle can be just two individuals who commit to listen deeply to self and other. And a circle can include the whole community. In circle, we turn towards each other and issues of interest, concern, or celebration. In addition, we note that circle is a worldview gifted to us from people who lived close to the earth and close to each other. In that worldview, everyone is precious and essential; no one is expendable. When harm or transgressions of norms occur, there must be healing (restoration or transformation).

      What is a “Circle-Based” Pedagogy?

      A circle-based pedagogy is a view of education based on connection—to self, others, and the greater good. A circle-based pedagogy respects the unique perspectives and experiences of all participants; engages all learners in the co-creation of meaning; acknowledges the teacher in the student and the student in the teacher; and links academic, relational (social-emotional), and student-directed learning. It aligns process with content and creates relevance by linking both to the experiences and needs of learners. It encourages ownership, responsibility, and agency in the process and application of learning.

      In this chapter, I want to invite you to remember and to imagine. I want to remind you of the universality of circle practices in all cultures and show you that these practices are very much alive in our modern world—in education, business, science, social science, psychology, spirituality, government, and the arts. I want to invite you to re-imagine the school as a nexus, a hearth; a place for body, mind, heart, and spirit; a new commons, a place where all generations gather—to celebrate, to learn, to mark transitions, to dream, to plan, and to act. I invite you to consider circles as a practice of community building, of creating what my friend Hector Aristizabal calls “a sudden village.” Finally, I invite you to imagine how peace, creative engagement, and prosperity rest on this practice of connection, where our differences are not just tolerated but celebrated. As educators, our stock in trade is a vision of a better world for our students. If we lose that vision the youth will not want to learn from or with us.

      Worldwide Dialogical Practices

      Circle practices are ubiquitous and pancultural. Every culture has some form of structured dialogue practice. The term “council”—from the Latin to “summon together,” and originally applied in English to ecclesiastical assemblies—is the term used in North America by Benjamin Franklin to designate what he witnessed in meetings of the Haudenoshaunee (Iroquois).⁠1

      The basic forms and elements of circles are found worldwide in what are called “cultural dialogic practices.” Each culture, it seems, has discovered the need for certain formalities in public discourse on issues of meaning and importance. Although circle practices are often associated with Native American spirituality, governance, and deliberation, talking and listening practices are rooted worldwide—in both sacred and secular traditions. Every culture has taken up the question of what agreements and structures are needed to have meaningful meetings. Out of this inquiry every culture has developed some form of circle practice.

      A few examples of cultural dialogic practices include the Kikundi in Kenya, Daré in Zimbabwe; Legotla in Botswana; the Imbizo among the Zulu; the Indaba of South Africa; Wayamou among the Yanomami of Southern Venezuela and Northern Brazil; Dadirri for Australian Aboriginals; Omnichye among the Lakota; Match-comaco among the Haudenosaunee; Loya Jurga in Pakistan and Afghanistan; the Arabic Sulha and Dawaniya; the Panchayat in India; Recuerdos in Latin America; the old Germanic practice of Ting or Ding; the Russian Sovet; Veche in old Slavic countries; the Farbrengen (story telling gathering) in Yiddish-speaking Eastern Europe; and the practice of Ho’oponopono among indigenous Hawaiian peoples.

      Many religions also employ circle practices, among them the Islamic Sobhet, “sincere and egalitarian talking practice;”⁠2 the Hindu Satsang; Jewish Havurah, Hevreh, and Avruta (deep dyadic listening and speaking); Christian Listening Circles; and Quaker Friends Meetings where participants listen in silence, sometimes for the entire duration, until someone hears “the call” and speaks. One of the spiritual practices of St. Ignatius of Loyola is called “desolation and consolation,” where on a daily basis family members share what has been challenging and what has given them strength.

      Structured circle practices are also present in contemporary decision-making processes, organizational and business contexts, and certainly, in education. Circle processes must stretch back to the beginning of human history.

      I mention these references to dispel the notion that circles are something strange and new, an appropriation of Native American or other spiritual practices, or a form of psychotherapy practiced without a license. Circles are indeed “spiritual” in that they are practices that connect.

      Circles are in the lineage of indigenous, earth-based practices. They are “therapeutic” in the original sense of that word, as “care for the soul.” Zimmerman and Coyle say, “Our aim has always been to practice a form of council that honors the spirit of ancient ceremonies without the pretense of being traditional. We believe that the many forms of council belong to all people who gather in the circle to embrace the challenge of listening and speaking from the heart.”⁠3

      Circles and Literacy: Reading, Writing, Speaking, and Listening

      Listening and speaking comprise 50 percent of the standards for language arts instruction. The other 50 percent are standards for reading and writing. In my 30-plus years as a language arts instructor, I have yet to see the standards scaffold the development of listening and speaking skills. The standards do indicate tasks that are to be completed such as, “Listen to a story and then recall the major events in the plot,” but there is no indication of how we are to teach such listening or how we are to motivate the desire to do so. The same is true with the speaking standards. Students are required to “Tell a story with a beginning, middle, and end,” or to “orally summarize the content of research findings using several secondary sources,” or to “give an oral report, modulating tone to fit a particular audience,” but there is no indication of how to do these things, let alone inspire students to want to speak.

      We all know that the most successful students come from what is called a “language-rich environment.” Students do well when they have caregivers who talk to them and ask them to speak of their experiences and feelings. Students do well when they see others, particularly in the home, engaging in give-and-take conversation where various perspectives are invited and honored, and when they see others reading for pleasure. In fact, reading for pleasure ranks highest as an indicator of academic success. We know, however, that many of our students do not come from such an environment, and there is a necessity to recreate it in the classroom.

      We as teachers can provide direct reading instruction. We can teach phonetics, word recognition, decoding, vocabulary, literary devices, and even the more complex skills of logic, semantics, and deep textual analysis. Likewise, we can assist students to develop as writers. We can teach sentence structure and transformation, the writing process, rhetorical forms, and ways to develop syntactic fluency and style. But how do we create the conditions wherein students will want to read and want to communicate in writing? To do this we must address listening and speaking skills. Reading is listening, and writing is speaking. When we learn to listen, we learn to receive information. When we learn to express ourselves either by speaking to others or through inner dialogue and reflection, we learn the basis of communicating through writing.

      Expressing and receiving, speaking and listening, are social constructs, and as such they can only be developed in the presence of others—others who are listening to what we say and who are speaking in a way that will evoke our desire to listen. This is the domain of circles. In circles, we are encouraged to “speak from the heart,” to tell our stories, our lived experience. When people do speak in this way, we tend to listen more deeply.

      When someone lectures us, gives opinions unsupported by personal experience, attempts to manipulate, lie, or condescend, we rightly tend to shut down our listening. Likewise, when we speak or write into critical or judgmental listening, our tendency is to stop attempting to communicate. We all have known students who have stopped raising their hands to answer questions when they fear our judgment or the judgment of peers.

      In circles, we learn that each of us has a story to tell. I have had middle-school students tell me, “I don’t have any stories. Stories are only in books or in the movies.” To acknowledge that we are all carriers of story, we first must feel our own agency to be observers of our own experience, and furthermore, we must feel that our story matters. When students are encouraged to tell their stories in circles, with others “listening from the heart,” they are empowered as active agents in the world, and they want to tell their stories. As Maya Angelou says, “There is no agony like an untold story inside you.” Furthermore, when you are sitting in circles and you hear these stories of the heart, you want to listen.

      To truly understand what we read, we must listen from the heart, suspending judgment long enough to receive the writer’s message. Once we do this, we can bring all our critical faculties to bear on the information, but if we can’t suspend those faculties temporarily, we will never be able to understand what we read. How can I, a white, middle-class male living in Southern California in 2026, understand the experience of Maya Angelou, conveyed in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, about being a Black woman growing up in Stamps, Arkansas, in 1944? I can only understand, I submit, by listening from the heart as I read. This same quality of listening for understanding, reading for understanding, is true of material that is not only foreign to my experience and cultural referents but also material toward which I harbor deep disagreement. Nonetheless, if I am to bring a critical eye to my reading, I must first understand what I’m reading.

      Listening from the heart does not mean that we agree but that we are willing to receive the information fully before we respond. To paraphrase Thoreau’s quote in the epigraph to this chapter, there is nothing more powerful and informing as the experience of deep presence with another, of looking through another’s eyes. We begin with a recognition that we have a story to tell and with the discovery of the beauty and enrichment that comes from listening to the stories of others.

      From Experience to Knowledge: The Spiral of Circle Learning

      
        
          [image: A spiral diagram showing a cyclical learning process with six stages: Experience (center), Circle, Reflect, Extend, Harvest, and Witness. The path begins at Experience (represented by a seed), spirals outward through the stages, and loops back to the start. Visual symbols—like a bare tree for Reflect and a fruiting branch for Extend—illustrate growth and progression.]
        

        The Spiral of Circle Learning. Artwork by Hannah Michelle Provisor.

      

      Let’s consider the place of circles in academic learning. All learning begins with experience. Our first task as educators is to provide a wide range of relevant experiences. Taking students to the forest is more impactful than showing them a picture of the forest. A trip to the museum will make a deeper impression than looking at the same art online.

      After experiences, we must create time for reflection—opportunities to recall and consider what occurred during an experience. In the internet age, it is so easy to access vast troves of information on every conceivable topic. The problem is that we tend to flit from topic to topic, source to source, site to site, without taking the time to reflect on that information. The result is that we accumulate a great deal of information but very little deep understanding or wisdom. As a writing teacher, I can provide opportunities for reflection by assigning a paper that will demonstrate what students have acquired from a text or experience. This is an opportunity for private reflection. Simply asking a question and then pausing before taking answers is an opportunity for private reflection. When, however, such reflection is only shared in writing with the teacher, the learner can remain within the echo chamber of their own perception. Even in classroom discussions we often only hear the reflections of a few, usually those who are quick to raise hands to respond, often with little consideration, and we rarely hear the reflections of all students in the class.

      When we allow students to narrate their experiences in the compassionate listening of a circle, we multiply the opportunity for reflection on a particular topic, calling in multiple perspectives that give each listener a chance to compare their perceptions with those of others. Even a brief circle after an experience provides for deeper reflection. For example, after a museum visit, we might offer the prompt: Say one thing you remember from what you observed today in the museum. As students recall, one by one, what they noticed, the entire group has an opportunity to walk through the museum again in memory. Teachers don’t often ask simple recall questions, but such questions provoke reflection, and they also create the foundation for higher-level thinking.

      Even more importantly, as educators we must help students to value the truth of their own experience. Students must learn to trust their perception and intuition. They must believe that they have a story to tell, and that story is as valid as any found in books or movies. The capacity to narrate their stories is one of the core curricular skills in language arts standards. When students in a circle each narrate their experiences fully and confidently, everyone learns. Furthermore, the information shared in personal stories is primary data for research. Primary data comes from direct observation, interviews, and letters.

      Active listening is mostly what we do in circles. When we cross the threshold to being in circle, we are committing to deeper, more compassionate listening, suspending judgments. Often in a circle, before we close, we ask for a witnessing round. This can be a simple echo of a word, phrase, or image heard in the sharing of someone else in the circle. Later in this book, we will discuss deeper forms of witnessing, but even this simple recall of something another person said in the circle exercises what I like to call the paraphrase muscle. Such sharing gives the students and the facilitator a sense of what made an impression, what was most resonant in the stories told. Providing students with an opportunity to recall what they heard deepens their capacity to listen (as they know a witnessing round is coming) and to exercise the valuable academic skill of summarizing what they have taken in, whether from a story, lecture, book, or any other source of information.

      After we close the circle and return to our usual modes of classroom discourse, there is an opportunity for harvesting. The usual harvesting prompt is something like: Given the stories we just heard, what can we say about (the topic). For example, if we have been exploring experiences of “love,” sharing stories of times we felt this thing we call “love,” either for someone or something, or when we felt it coming towards us from another being, the harvesting prompt could be: Given the stories we just heard about love, what can we say about it? This elicits generalizations based on the personal experiences
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      For Reflection and Imagination

      
      
        
          	
        What foundational experiences and activities do you offer students at the start?
      

      	
        When and how do you invite private student reflection?
      

      	
        How do you create space for students to “witness” the perspectives of others?
      

      	
        What new experiences and resources help extend and deepen their understanding?
      

      

      

      
      
      
        
          	
        In what circumstances have you been able to speak from the heart into compassionate listening?
      

      	
        And where and with whom have you provided that listening to others?
      

      

      

      
      
      
      
      
        
          	
        What do you see yourself doing, and if you find yourselves in a circle, what topic might you be discussing?
      

      

      

      
      
      
        
          	
        What do you imagine they were discussing?
      

      	
        What kinds of stories were they telling?
      

      

      

      
        
          [image: A list of seven principles introducing circle practice as rooted in global traditions. Key points include:            1. Returning to ancient, meaningful ways of learning.            2. Defining circle as a practice of awareness and connection.            3. Using circle to align relationships with pedagogy.            4. Building literacy through listening.            5. Starting with lived experiences to deepen knowledge.            6. Supporting social-emotional learning and resilience.            7. Letting the circle hold shared expectations.]
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Chapter1:
Invitations to the Circle: History and Rationale

. Remember our Roots
Circle practice is not new: it's a return to ancient, global ways of learning
through presence, storytelling, shared reflection, durable decision-
making, and meaningful, accountable action.

. Define Circle Broadly
A circle begins with heightened awareness. Whether with oneself a group,
or the natural world, it centers connection, equality, and collective meaning-
making.

Adopt a Circle-Based Pedagogy

Design learning around relationships: align process with content, honor
each voice, and connect academics to lived experience.

Build Literacy Through Listening

Listening and speaking are foundational to reading and writing. Use circle
to cultivate the desire and skills to express and receive meaning.

Start with lived stories (primary data), then scaffold academic learning with
texts and secondary sources. Circle anchors reflection and relevance.

Support SEL and Resi

Circle creates belonging, recognition, and emotional safety: key for
student growth, especially in trauma-informed education.

Let the Circle Hold the Expectations

. Move from Experience to Knowledge

When the group sets intentions and expectations together,
accountability and motivation increase. The circle itself
becomes a caring adult presence.
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