The use of Circle Time in Religious Education
What is Circle Time?

Circle Time is an approach that is used to enable quality, controlled discussion.

It allows children’s ideas, thoughts and feelings about a topic to be shared in a non-threatening way.

When can Circle Time be used?

Circle Time can be used to good effect in any curriculum area, but is most often used as a foundation for PSHE.  In RE, it is used mostly at the Consider/Respond stage of a unit of work (the very beginning), but can be used equally well at the Celebrate/ Reflect stage (especially in conjunction with the idea of ‘stand and show’, see below).

If your school uses Circle Time regularly as part of a PSHE programme or at an agreed time each week as part of a general discipline programme, it is probably worth trying to make a clear distinction (for staff and pupils) between ‘PSHE Circle Time’ and ‘RE Circle Time’.

Why is it used?

Each RE unit of work is designed to start with the child. The idea of using Circle Time at the beginning of a unit of work is to develop a starting point personal to the class or the individual. The first lesson in each new unit is reflective. The focus may not necessarily be religious, because the aim is to get the children to think about their own experiences and feelings around ideas central to the topic.

What can children expect to experience during Circle Time?

In Circle Time, children should have the opportunity to:

· Listen to others

· Be listened to

· Talk to the whole group

· Improve their social skills

· Co-operate with children and adults

· Increase self esteem

· Increase self confidence

· Get to know their classmates

· Identify and voice their own thoughts/feelings

· Become aware of the thoughts/feelings of others.

(Adapted from Circle time for the Very Young by Margaret Collins, 2001)

How do we make the circle? 

Although it undoubtedly involves moving some furniture, try to have the whole class on the floor in the circle, including the teacher, trying to ensure that all can see and be seen. This usually means that children cannot sit cross-legged – they either sit with their legs straight out in front of them or in a kneeling position. Older children may well prefer sitting on seats. Margaret Collins suggests that involving the whole class in one circle is not appropriate for the very young as they often have a lot to say but are not very good at listening. She talks about either having several groups of no more than 10 children taking place at the same time – each led by an adult, or having small groups taking place at different times of the day. By the age of six, the whole class should be able to take part in one circle.

How do we introduce Circle Time to the children?

It is important that the group of children taking part in the circle understand an agreed set of rules. These don’t need to be complicated – perhaps the simpler the better. Older pupils can probably come up with their own rules.

Margaret Collins suggests:

· Only one person talks at a time (usually the person holding a specific object e.g. ball or stone or the person elected to speak by the leader)

· Listen to and look at the person who is talking

· Don’t touch the people sitting next to you

· Don’t say things that upset people, (don’t laugh or make faces at other people’s comments)

· It’s OK to ‘pass’ if you need time to think. (If children are really stuck they can always say what the previous person said.)

How long should each session last?

It probably makes sense to start with short sessions until the basic rules are established and then build up to longer ones. It’s amazing how quickly these sessions can pass. 

Is there a standard format?

The answer is yes, but it is worth remembering that you need to adapt the principles of Circle Time to suit your RE needs, not adapt your RE lesson to fit in with traditional Circle Time techniques. 
However it is probably best to decide upon some kind of format for your Circle Time and then stick to it.
Margaret Collins suggests:

· A welcome

· The main theme – this is where the children express thoughts/feelings etc.

· An ending activity – some kind of conclusion. For young children this could be a poem, song or game. For older children this is a chance to reflect on the thoughts and ideas covered.

Jenny Mosley (Quality Circle Time) suggests a similar idea:

· An introduction (including warm up game and chance to remind children of all the skills needed to participate fully in Circle Time – listening, thinking, concentrating

· The middle phase (where ideas and feelings are shared)

· A closing phase (where children cool down and end the session on a positive note.)
The main session/middle phase can be in the form of:

Pass the sentence - the children respond to a question or complete a statement going round the circle, the child only speaking when they are holding the special object. There are many, many suggestions for this in various Circle Time books.

Hands up session - an opportunity for children to offer ideas by raising their hands and being asked to contribute – not going round the circle. (Pupils can be offered a ‘script’ to help organise their thoughts in the same way as ‘pass the sentence’ – but not all have to join in.)

Stand and show - children sitting with pictures or work, individually standing up showing their work then sitting down before another child stands.

Jot down - you, or the children, may wish to have a notebook or piece of paper to jot down any appropriate words or phrases offered during the above activities. These can be discussed later.

How does Circle Time fit into the RE units of work?
Briefly looking through the RE units of work for the Autumn Term, with a view to finding places where Circle Time would be a powerful method for introducing the topic, some ideas are taken straight from the scheme; others are simply ideas that may be useful.

Unit 1.1: Ourselves – Who am I?
Consider/Respond – in Circle Time, each say something we like or something special about the child sitting beside us. ‘I like …………. because……’
Unit 1.2: Gifts and Giving

Consider/Respond – complete the sentence ‘I think the most precious thing you could give someone is…’ and ‘The most precious thing someone has given me is….’
Unit 2.1: What makes a family?

Consider/Respond – share experiences, feelings and memories about their own family life. ‘I remember when……’
Unit 2.2: Light and Dark

Consider/Respond – have a ‘candle circle’. Children focus on a lighted candle. Complete the sentence ‘When I think of light, I think of….’ Then, extinguish the candle and talk about the darkness in a similar way.

Unit 3.1: Rituals in my life and the life of others

Consider/Respond – in Circle Time think about the events of the day so far and identify things that they “always” do. Complete the sentence ‘Every day I …..’
Unit 3.2: Remembering

Consider/Respond – in Circle Time share a happy memory with the group. Think about the fact that there are some memories that we would rather forget. Don’t ask the children to share these but to write them down and then have a ceremonial activity whereby the children destroy these memories.

Unit 4.1: Making Promises

Consider/Respond – considering what is important to us personally and why things are so valued - people that are important, possessions that are important, values that are important. (This last one is difficult – perhaps give examples of being a friend, being honest, etc.) 

Sentence to complete could be “……………. (name of person) is important to me.” Next time could be “……………. (name of person) is important to me because …”

Unit 4.2: Festivals of Light

Consider/Respond – in Circle Time with a lighted candle, focus on the meaning of light for you – talking about light in relation to celebration if possible. The children could think about party lights, lights on a Christmas tree, etc. 

Unit 5.1: Religious Communities

Consider/Respond – children to think about where they belong in society. They could complete the sentence ‘I belong to….’ (family, school, class, circle of friends, clubs, etc.)

Unit 5.2: Peace

Consider/Respond – think of someone that is a peacemaker, taking in turns to say who and why. Completing the sentence ‘If I could make peace in the world, 

I would………….’
Unit 6.1: The Journey of Life

Consider/Respond – talk about the idea of going on a journey. The children could start by thinking about things that they would take with them – things they will need, maybe a compass, knife or matches etc. They could then begin to think about things that can’t be bought such as courage, perseverance, etc.

Unit 6.2: Christmas Words and Images.

Consider/Respond – children to come up with things that are associated with Christmas that are ‘non-religious’. They could complete the sentence ‘When I think of Christmas, I think of …..’
There are many books, cards, prompts, etc. that offer a wealth of ideas for running Circle Time sessions. These will act as a good way of ‘warming up’ any RE Circle Time sessions, but should not take up the whole time. Precious RE time has a habit of disappearing if you get too carried away with activities linked more closely with PSHE and citizenship!

Resources

Circle Time Resources (George Robinson and Barbara Maines, 2001)

Lucky Duck Publishing Ltd. 0117 973 2881

ISBN 1 873942 37 0

Circle time for the Very Young (Margaret Collins, 2001)

Lucky Duck Publishing Ltd. 0117 973 2881

ISBN 1 873942 53 2

Quality Circle Time

Jenny Mosley – various books and videos available from Lucky Duck

