Learning Circles

Proceed by introducing “Learning Circles” as a format for dialogue (see below for further resources). Then pose the question: 

“Think to the vision of your future that we have been going over, and recall the qualities of the head, the hand and the heart that you have identified as growth areas.  I would like you to imagine how you are going to grow in these areas – think of the experiences you are going to have, the disciplines you will adopt, the relationships you will invest in, or the attitudes you will foster.  Please, share with us what that path will look like, and, if you can, share with us how this project might be an opportunity for you to grow in those areas?” 

Go around the circle once giving everyone an opportunity to respond.  Do not allow interruption or cross-talk.  Allow people to pass if they do not have a response at that time, but return to those who passed to given them the opportunity to share after everyone has shared. 

After everyone who wants to has shared, allow cross-conversation and questions/comments to draw out any insights people might have for one another.  After a few minutes of comments or questions guide the conversation into a brainstorm on how to support one another’s growth.

Final Reflection

Set up a flip chart and ask the group, “After hearing the many different ways that people want to grow and learn, I would like us to take a few minutes at the end of our session to consider how we might support each other.”  As people share ideas write them out on the flip chart.  

Conclude the session by thanking everyone for their participation and tape the flip chart brainstorm on display as a reminder of the support they want to be for one another. 

Explanation of Learning Circles

The following explanation of Learning Circles comes from Dr. John Wallace, professor of Philosophy at the University of Minnesota.  You can find his complete explanation in the “Learning Circles” training module.
“How do learning circles work? They can vary in size from 4 or 5 to 20 or so and should not be more than 20. The group sits in a circle so that everyone can easily see everyone else. The discussion process proceeds in three stages. First, the facilitator poses a question. Then, going in a regular way without interruption around the circle each participant has an opportunity to express his or her thoughts in response to the question. Third, after everyone has either responded or chosen to pass, the space is opened up for cross-talk—questions, comments and further thoughts that have been called to mind by what has been heard in the circle go-around. In all of this the facilitator is both facilitator and full-fledged participant in the process—she sits with everyone else in the circle; she takes a turn responding to the question; and enters into the cross-talk as the spirit moves her. 

Let me comment a bit further on each of these stages. 

What does one need to think about in coming up with the question to launch a learning circle? The basic thing is to trust that the question that launches the circle go-around matters—the wording of the question, the way it is set up, the tone with which it is presented, all these things can help call into the space the grace we seek.  Good questions are likely to have in them some surprising twist or evocative image that starts participants’ thoughts on fresh paths. Good questions will be focused enough so that the different responses will provide different takes on some one “same” theme, and at the same time, broad enough so that everyone in the group will have ideas and experiences to contribute. When I am thinking up questions to use in a circle I will be facilitating, I make it a qualifying test for the question that I am eager to hear what I will have to say in response to it—there is something in it that creates a possibility that I will surprise myself—and also eager to hear what each participant will say. I try to find a question that will be "good for them" to answer, and the main ground of my trust that it will be good for them is that I know it will be good for me. Perhaps it goes without saying that classical “teacher’s questions,” to which the facilitator knows or thinks she knows the answer and suspects that others don’t, are completely out of place for launching a learning circle.” 

