
What is a Learning Circle?

The idea of learning circles finds its roots at a place called the Highlander Folk School.  Myles Horton, the founder of the folk school, brought people who wanted to “make change” in their community to Highlander to participate in community development workshops.  Horton was no ordinary guy—he wanted the people to discover their voices for change, and through the discovery of their voices, they often found their ability to act for change.  In light of his philosophy, along with the philosophies and actions of other community educators, like Paulo Freirie and Jane Addams, we get our version of the learning circle.  

As teachers, we often find that we don’t get to hear from our students enough.  We often times spend our energy talking and explaining what we think you need to hear to better understand the curriculum.  This is why a learning circle is exceptionally refreshing.  It guarantees every single person a chance to voice their thoughts on the same subject.  In light of democratic education, every person has reserved air space to voice their opinion or tell their story without it getting interrupted or vacuumed up by the surrounding voices.

Learning Circles center around a predetermined prompt shared by a facilitator.   Prompts are most effective when people are asked to tell some sort of story about their life experience.  Brain research also affirms that most learning is connected to our emotional memory in some way and thus, connections between our personal lives and new experiences can provide powerful learning experiences. 

What are my responsibilities as a facilitator?

	The biggest responsibility of the facilitators is to create a space for everyone to be heard.  Facilitators introduce the prompt, give people a chance to write or think about their response, and then begin by going clockwise around the circle encouraging people, one by one, to share their thoughts.  
	The facilitators carefully listen to the comments shared by EACH group member (they may even want to write down a phrase about the content each person shares).  
	By carefully hearing what people are saying, the facilitator may choose to offer a follow-up question that addresses some further thoughts on the same or related topic.
	Facilitators must be willing to preserve the topic at hand.  In other words, if a group member is so compelled to speak up and affirm or disagree with what the speaker is saying, then the facilitator must be willing to preserve the original speaker’s air space and ask the interrupter to table the matter for later.  The facilitator should make a conscientious effort and be sure to come back to this tabled matter after the first “go-round” of the circle.
	What’s the point of going around the circle in order?   By going around the circle in order, speakers know when they will speak—it is as simple as that; by going in order people can anticipate when they will be sharing with the group.  If speakers are not ready to talk yet, that’s fine, the facilitator will come back to them.  
	What’s the point of not letting other topics come up?  Actually, other topics do come up in an organic fashion.  Most speakers that share toward the end of the group are likely to have evolved their thought based on what they have heard already.  This is fine—this is the way ideas shape ideas.
	Circle go-rounds…Most facilitators will have at least two circle go-rounds followed by an informal discussion.  If facilitators read their group well, they will be able to come up with another prompt following the first one that pushes the participants to further their insight and thinking process.  
	Whenever actions can connect to what has been discussed, the learner may feel more in control of a situation.  Facilitators should listen carefully to participants and or the reading and consider when a prompt might incorporate actions one can take.  This is where the cycle of transformation/democratic learning gains momentum.  
	Facilitators are encouraged to connect the prompts to thoughts or events that have been experienced on trail.  
	Facilitators are encouraged to select a “cool spot” for learning circles to take place.  Remember that people need to be comfortable in order to listen patiently.  If learning circles are done during a meal, make sure to preserve everyone’s concentration!!!

We will pick partners to work with to facilitate the learning circles in each group.  

