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QUALITY CIRCLE TIME; THE HEART OF A SCHOOL COMMUNITY
Jenny Mosley

How many of us actually practice circle time with our own staff?  Yet its potential benefits are exactly the same as they are for children; people can feel heard, respected and part of a democratic team approach.  In fact industry, as early as the 1930s, explored a form of ‘circle time’ as part of the Total Quality Management approach, in the belief that the answers to the teams problems ‘lie with the workers.’  I would tentatively suggest however, that maybe this approach in industry stumbled precisely for the same reason it can fail in some schools – namely, because what starts off as a good valuing idea fades into a brittle cosmetic gesture.  Indeed, pupils complain to us even now that “…..everyone is listening to us – but no one is doing anything about it.”  In other words ‘listening’ only has value if it feeds into organizational improvement, if people’s ideas actually change the systems for the better.  It’s therefore vital that we place at the heart of our systems the regular use of the circle forum not only for children but also for teachers, support staff and parents.
The Whole School Quality Circle Time Model

The model places a major emphasis on the emotional health of the adults in the school as adult self-esteem can have a profound effect on pupil self-esteem.  It is impossible to expect adults to respond positively, warmly and calmly to all the demands of school life if they themselves are emotionally and physically exhausted and/or lacking in team support.  If the adults in a school feel respected, supported and valued they are more likely to be able to turn their energies to the whole school policies that have the power to boost self-esteem in others; namely those that focus on positive behaviour, happier lunchtimes, reducing bullying, involving parents, delivering PSHE and Citizenship and all aspects of pastoral care.  Schools need to ask themselves
· Do the adults in the school take time to listen to each other?

· Are everyone’s views respected?

· Are all adults genuinely praised and thanked for their efforts?

· Are policies relating to self-esteem contributed to by all the adults in the school community, including ancillary, lunchtime and support staff?
· Do all the staff enjoy some regular social or ‘fun time’ together?

· Would a circle time approach to staff meetings help staff reach the above vision?

How the Model Works

A major focus of the model for the pupils is the development of personal autonomy by implementation of a visible moral value system – Golden Rules – with attendant practical imperatives – safety routines; and the establishment of a highly motivational system of rewards and sanctions that is democratically shared by all adults and children.  The Golden Rules should form the basis and the moral vision as, in essence, they are ‘being’ rules.  The Golden Rules are agreed by everyone in the school, they are displayed everywhere, they are a clear statement of the school’s code of practice and moral values.  They provide a secure framework for positive behaviour reinforcement – everyone speaks the same language – everyone can catch pupils keeping the rules –they can say precisely what they are getting right, when they get it right, so that pupils recognize the positive feedback they are given as ‘their truth’ and internalize the positive messages about themselves.  Eventually pupils can say ‘I am a kind/honest/gentle person – not all the time, because I am human – but I like myself better when I am – and I know how to be.’  Thus school is a place where pupils can practice doing what is good and can come to prefer it; in ethical terms they will want to be good. (Warnock 2001)

Warnock states

‘Without this underlying private want, they cannot be relied on to try for the ethically best in the public sphere.  The morality that lies behind all efforts to improve things in the world at large, to defend human rights, to pass generally acceptable laws, to seek peace and justice, is essentially that of private standard setting, and of private ideals to be pursued.  And this is why children from the earliest age,….must learn that, being human, they are subject to temptation, and being human, they can, if they want to, triumph.’
(Warnock 2001)

OUR ‘GOLDEN RULES’

We are gentle


We don’t hurt others
We are kind and helpful 
We don’t hurt anybody’s feelings

We listen



We don’t interrupt

We are honest


We don’t cover up the truth

We work hard


We don’t waste our own or other’s time

We look after property

We don’t waste or damage things

Parents are involved at all stages and regular assemblies, with all staff attending, are held after every holiday break.  If all pupils are to be encouraged to recognize their achievements and strive to do their best, reward systems must reflect this philosophy.  The model advocates a timetabled reward system for all who keep the Golden Rules and observe the safety routines.  It is a system which rewards all ‘middle plodders’ and reflects the time saved in class by keeping the Golden Rules.  Essentially we include a reward and sanction system based on the Elton Report’s recommendation that the most effective sanction is a withdrawal of privileges.  In primary school we now call this ‘privilege system’ Golden Time – when children break a Golden Rule they are given verbal and visual warning which provide them with the opportunity to make a choice – either amend behaviour so that they are back on track – or continue to break the golden rule and forfeit some of their Golden Time.  The system saves the adult precious energy and raises morale – the adult doesn’t have to wait until behaviour is really disruptive – so the need for shouting or using up the strength of your personality, is reduced as the adult uses a visual warning system.  The model also advocates extensive use of a wide range of incentives and puts particular emphasis on positive relationships, celebrating success, and peer support – details are provided in a wide range of training days, books and resources.
Circle Time is not just sitting in a circle having a chat!
At the heart of the Circle Time model for pupils is a time-tabled class meeting which involves the whole class sitting in a circle – non-hierarchical and inclusive – once per week to learn relationship skills and explore issues relating to personal, social, moral and health education.  The circle meetings aim to encourage participation, the development of self discipline, negotiation, assertive communication and democratic group process alongside the skills of attending, speaking, listening, observing, thinking and concentrating.  Young people meeting in a circle engage in exercises, games and discussions designed to promote trust, respect, empathy and understanding.  Ideally a Circle Time session follows a clear structure over approximately 40 minutes with shorter sessions for younger pupils:
· Meeting up – involves an opening game, which pulls the group together, provides a sense of fun and enjoyment, and can be used to reinforce learning skills, moral values, and codes of conduct.  Develops skills of participation and communication.

· Warming up – involves a ‘round’, which gives everyone a chance to speak.  A speaking object is used to focus on the speaker and a ground rule emphasizes that all others must listen.  Stem sentences are used to encourage participation e.g. “I find it easiest to work in class when….”  Participants are given the right to ‘pass.’  Develops skill of participation and provides an opportunity for all points of view to be voiced and heard.
· Opening up – an open free discussion phase which can be used to deliver aspects of the curriculum, discuss and solve problems, devise individual or group action plans and set targets.  Develops skills of discussion and debate, participating and taking action together.  Pupils help each other to tackle complex problems – generating alternative solutions and setting goals and targets.
· Celebration of success – gives participants a chance to acknowledge their own and others successes – an opportunity to give positive feedback.  Allows reflection on the process of participation and evaluation of personal and group decisions and actions.
· Calming down – brings a sense of closure and gives a ‘bridge’ for the child to enter into the next part of the school day.  This stage can involve relaxation and visualization techniques to reflect our increasing understanding from, psychoneuroimmunology; i.e. the power of the mind to heal.  (Sternberg 2001)
Through Circle Time, people have the opportunity to develop self-awareness and awareness of others.  They develop an ‘inner locus of control’ taking responsibility for themselves.  Young people learn how to make informed choices:

· By listening to diverse viewpoints in Circle Time sessions they develop knowledge of self and others, understanding and empathy.
· The Golden Rules provide a framework to consider the question ‘What is the right thing to do?’  they provide a frame of reference for all moral choices at the moment of choice.
· They develop through practice with each other in Circle Time sessions, the ability to generate alternative responses when faced with choices.
· They practice alternative responses by developing Action Plans based on their peer’s suggestions, and setting Tiny Achievable Tickable Targets which are then later rewarded by their peers.
· They learn the value of mistakes, how to ask for help, and that it is OK to say something hasn’t worked and to try a different response.
· Through positive behaviour reinforcement and the consistently applied incentives and sanctions associated with Golden Time they learn how to be their ‘best selves’.
The structure of Circle Time sessions is designed to build a sense of class community.  Through the forum of Circle Time pupils experience the ‘lived in’ reality of what it means to be a citizen in the classroom.

How Quality Circle Time Relates to Current Initiatives
Independent research suggests that Quality Circle Time can help schools promote the aims of social inclusion, positive behaviour, PSHE and Citizenship (Robinson & Taylor 1999).  Recently there have been a number of agendas and government initiatives directed towards schools.  The National Healthy School Standard (NHSS), National Curriculum 2000 including for the first time Citizenship and PSHE, Key Skills, Our Healthier Nation, and Social & Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL)  Schools are recognized as key settings in which to improve emotional health and wellbeing and that investment in the health will assist the process of raising the level of pupil achievement and raising standards.  The National Healthy School Standard (DfEE/DH) recognizes that pupils and staff can only fulfill their potential when they are healthy, happy and at ease in all areas of their lives, therefore, it requires that not only should schools teach about health, they should also teach in a healthy way.  Similarly Citizenship requires approaches which provide experiences of democracy so that all in the school community are encouraged to participate in decision-making processes and respect democratic principles and ways of working.  We believe that our model relates to all of these agendas and initiatives.
The QCT Model is an ecosystemic model which recognizes the need for interlinked systems.

Our Children Are Citizens of the Future

Government guidelines ask whether pupils are aware of what is happening in their community and how important decisions are made; whether pupils are encouraged to express opinions and act on them; whether pupil’s views and contributions count in the school community.  The Quality Circle Time Model provides a practical system for pupils to become actively involved in the life of the whole school and wider community.  The model advocates timetabled, linked, circle meetings for all adults as well as pupils.  Representatives from individual circles can take ‘improvement issues’ to the regular ‘policy maker’ staff circle meetings or the same representative could take the same issues across the bridge to the school council meetings.  Although circle times differ in different schools, essentially they must be linked so that everyone feels part of the organization and that their contribution is valued.  The whole school becomes a ‘listening school community’ in which all members can influence school development in a transparent democratic process, providing all with the ‘lived in reality’ of what it means to be a citizen of the school.  More importantly, individuals learn to trust each other and enjoy each others company.
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We need more joy.  Teaching has become too much of a ‘slog.’  At least in circle time we really enjoy the children and have fun.

For the pupils the benefits include ‘belonging to a group’; ‘increased self-esteem’; greater empathy; ‘more confident use of language’, and, above all, a more positive approach to life.

“I think circle time is for thinking of ideas about how to help people to solve their problems and to learn how to be kinder – as well as have fun as a whole team.”

JENNY MOSLEY
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For further information please contact:

Jenny Mosley Consultancies & Positive Press Ltd

28a Gloucester Road, Trowbridge, Wiltshire BA14 0AA

Telephone: 01225 767157 (training)   Tel:  01225 719204 (books and products)

Fax:             01225 755631 (training)   Fax: 01225 712187 (books and products)

Email: circletime@jennymosley.co.uk 

Web:   www.circle-time.co.uk 

Resources can also be purchased on-line via the website.















Tips for Schools





Use circle time for your own staff meetings and end each time with a round of:  “One thing that went well this week.”  Otherwise, if, at the end of the day, you always focus on the negative occurrence – this will bring you ‘down.’


Laugh more.  Some schools display a board where they constantly put up cartoons, funny happenings, ‘things children say,’ or just tips for more fun!


Decorate the school toilet!  Loads of ‘our’ schools paint their toilets with vibrant colours, add carpets, flowers etc. and a CD player with ‘world music.’  Let’s face it, if ‘going to the loo’ is the odd break you get – you may as well make it a good one!


Have a ‘life’ out of school – don’t let work eat too much into your time.  Have strict boundaries – create your own personal ‘care’ plan – the more teachers look after themselves the better they will be able to deal with difficult children and adults; as they can say to themselves…  “this person is not the whole of my life – I have a life outside of teaching!!”
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