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Kay’s intention in her work is to create spaces in which people can be in more loving connection 
with each other.  Kay’s experience as a parent and a community activist form the foundation of her 
vision for peacemaking and community-building.   
 
Acknowledgments 
With thanks to ROCA whose Circle Keepers Manual inspired and informed this Handbook and to 
Aaron Lyons for ideas for ceremony and Beth and Roby Casarjian, authors of Power Source, for the 
mindfulness meditation.  And with gratitude to all the teachers and practitioners of circle process 
whose work we build on with this Handbook.   
 

Introduction 
 
The circle is a dialog process that works intentionally to create a safe place to discuss very difficult 
or painful issues in order to improve relationships and resolve differences.  The intent of the circle 
is to find resolutions that serve every member of the circle.  The process is based on an assumption 
of equal worth and dignity for all participants and therefore provides equal voices to all 
participants.  Every participant has gifts to offer in finding a good solution to the problem.   
 
The responsibility of the facilitator is to help the participants create a safe space for their 
conversation and to monitor the quality of the space throughout the circle.   If the atmosphere 
becomes disrespectful, it is the responsibility of the facilitator to bring the group’s attention to that 
problem and help the group re-establish a respectful space. 
 
The following qualities are helpful in fulfilling that task: 

 Patience 

 Humility 

 Deep listening 

 Acceptance of everyone as worthy of respect 

 Willingness to sit with uncertainty 

 Ability to share responsibility 
 
Using the circle process is not simply a matter of putting chairs in a circle.  Careful preparation is 
essential to good practice in using circles.  
 
 

 



 

Preparation for a Circle 
 
Convening people in a circle to resolve conflict requires significant preparation. 
There are three major tasks in preparing for a circle: 
 

1. Preparing the parties  
2. Planning the specifics of the circle.   
3. Self-preparation 

 
Preparing the parties – see Module 2 – Pre-Conference 
 
Planning the specifics of the circle – The facilitation team begin putting together the circle plan 
answering the following questions: 

 What time? 

 Where is the conference to be held? 

 How will the participants be seated? 

 Will there be a talking piece and, if so, what will it be? 

 What will the opening be?   What statements will be used to generate values for the circle?  
Who will initiate the introductions? 

 Is there a need for further relationship building before getting into the key issues? 

 What further questions might be useful if the group is not getting deeply enough into the 
issues? 

 Once there is a good clearing of emotion, what question can be used to begin exploring 
steps to move toward the resolution agreement? 
ACJS facilitators work from a script for both the pre-conference meeting and the conference. 
(covered in Module 2 & 3)  This covers most of the questions needed.   These will be covered 
later in the training when we get into communication techniques.   

 
The Facilitator(s) further develop the plan for the circle based on the questions above and the 
script.  The Facilitator(s) also decide how to share the responsibilities of keeping the circle.  The 
plan is always seen as flexible and open to modifications according to the needs of the circle group.  
 
Self preparation – has two dimensions. 

 Preparation before a specific circle 

 Developing on-going habits which cultivate the qualities helpful in keeping a circle. 
 
Preparation before a specific circle includes: 

 Getting enough rest 

 Eating properly 

 Centering yourself 

 Clearing the mind of other distractions. 

 Turning off your cell phone, pagers, etc 

 Arriving at the site in time to relax before the circle begins 

 Breathing deeply and releasing tension as much as possible. 
Centering may be achieved through deep breathing, a walk outside, music, quiet time by yourself or 
whatever strategy works for you. 
 



 

 
Developing on-going habits which cultivate the qualities helpful in keeping a circle includes: 

 Working on personal growth – Since facilitators serve as models and set the tone for circles 
it is important that you undertake inner work.  Engage in ongoing inner work, regularly 
checking your thoughts and behaviors against your core values and circle principles.  Just 
before a circle gathering, take time to center yourself and cultivate inner peace.  

 Self-knowledge – Know your stuff.  We all have particular things that are challenging for us.  
We all have histories that may make us prone to having out buttons pushed by certain 
issues or types of personalities.  Be aware of your buttons and how it might affect your circle 
keeping.  Perhaps you have a hard time knowing how to relate to loud, boisterous people, 
or perhaps your history makes it hard for you to be objective in discussions about a 
particular issue.  Know your stuff and work at finding ways to keep it from getting in the way 
of your keeping the circle safe.   

 Self-care – Facilitation is emotionally challenging work.  Especially during times when you 
are facilitating the circle process, take care of yourself in ways that work for you.   

 

 
 



 

Essential Elements for Constructing the Circle 
 

The Circle is a structured dialog process that nurtures connections and empathy, while honoring the 
uniqueness of each participant.  The Circle can hold pain, joy, despair, hope, anger, love, fear, and 
paradox.  In the Circle, each person has the opportunity to speak his/her truth but cannot assume 
the truth for anyone else.  The Circle welcomes difficult emotions and difficult realities, while 
maintaining a sense of positive possibilities.  The Circle is deeply rooted in an understanding of 
profound interconnectedness as the nature of the universe.   
 
The facilitator uses the following elements to design the Circle and to create the space for all 
participants to speak their truth respectfully to one another and to seek resolution of their conflict 
or a greater understanding of one another’s perspective. 
 

 Seating all participants in a circle (preferably without any tables) 

 Opening (introduction & guidelines stated  

 Guiding questions 

 Resolution 

 Closing statements 
 

Seating all participants in a circle – Geometry matters!  It is very important to seat everyone in a 
circle.  The seating arrangement allows everyone to see everyone else and to be accountable to one 
another face to face.  It also creates a sense of focus on a common concern without creating a 
sense of ‘sides’.  Sitting in a circle emphasizes equality and connectedness.  Removing tables is 
sometimes uncomfortable for people but is important in creating a space apart from our usual way 
of discussing difficult issues.  It increases accountability because all body language is obvious to 
everyone.   The conference team sit across from each other in the circle which the victim and their 
supporters on one side and the offender and their supporters on the other side so they are facing 
each other.   A seating plan should be determined ahead of time and names placed on each chair so 
the participants can be seated as soon as they arrive.  
 

 
 



 

Opening statements – Circles use openings to bring together the participants for a common goal.  
The facilitator will state the reason for the gathering, introduce each person, state the guidelines 
before they initiate the conversations.  Guidelines are not rigid constraints but supportive 
reminders of the behavioral expectations of everyone in the Circle.  They are not imposed on the 
participants but rather are adopted by consensus of the Circle.   
 
The clear marking of the beginning and end of the Circle is very important, because the Circle 
invites participants to drop the ordinary masks and protections they may wear that create distance 
from their core self and the core self of others.  Openings help participants center themselves, bring 
themselves into full presence in the space, recognize interconnectedness, release unrelated 
distractions, and be mindful of the values of the core self. 
 
Values/guidelines – Participants in a Circle play a major role in designing their own space by 
creating the guidelines of their discussion.  The guidelines articulate the agreements among 
participants about how they will conduct themselves in the Circle dialog.  The guidelines are 
intended to describe the behaviors that the participants feel will make the space safe for them to 
speak the truth.  Guidelines are not rigid constraints but supportive reminders of the behavioral 
expectations of everyone in the Circle.  They are not imposed on the participants but rather are 
adopted by consensus of the Circle. 
  

Guidelines: 
Develop these positive values (yourself, 
during a circle) but for examples: 

 one speak all listen, 

 from heart, 

 try to be non-judgemental, 

 have fun,  

 be inclusive, respectful 

 be yourself 

 

Values: 
Essentially, how would you like to be 
treated? 
With: 

 acceptance, 

 fairness, 

 equality, 

 honesty, 

 kindness, 

 compassion, 

 patience.  

                           



 

Guiding questions – Circles use prompting questions or themes at the beginning of rounds to 
stimulate conversation about the main interest of the Circle.  Every member of the Circle has an 
opportunity to respond to the prompting question or theme of each round.  Careful design of the 
questions is important to facilitate the discussion that goes beyond surface responses.  Questions 
are often designed to invite participants to share personal stories relevant to the theme raised. 
 
Resolution - After everyone has had the opportunity to speak, express how the event affected 
them, asked questions and nothing else seems to be coming into the circle, it is time to initiate the 
discussion about what the resolution will be.   These can be far apart to begin with.  It is up to the 
facilitator to bring them closer together thru negotiation techniques.  Once an agreement is made, 
it will be written up and the document signed.  (see Module 5 – Resolutions) 
 
Closing statement – Closings acknowledge the efforts of the Circle, affirm the interconnectedness 
of those present, convey a sense of hope for the future, and prepare participants to return to the 
ordinary space of their lives.  Openings and closing are designed to fit the nature of the particular 
group and provide opportunities for cultural responsiveness.   
 
Facilitator’s role – The role of the facilitator(s) or keeper(s) of the Circle is to assist the participants 
in creating a safe space where each can speak and listen from the heart.  The facilitator(s) help the 
Circle create the space and then monitors the quality of the space.  The keeper is not an enforcer of 
Circle guidelines but the guardian of them.  Every member of the Circle bears responsibility for the 
quality of the dialog.  If the dialog becomes disrespectful, the keeper invites the Circle to discuss 
what is happening and how to move toward a more respectful interaction.  At times this might 
involve a time out. The facilitator attempts to hold an attitude of compassion and caring for every 
member of the Circle, regardless of behavior.   
 
Circle dialog – Circles are never about persuasion.  They are a process of exploring meaning from 
each perspective in the Circle.  From that exploration we may find common ground or we may 
understand more clearly why another person sees something differently.  The more diverse the 
perspectives are in a Circle, the richer the dialog and the greater the opportunity for new insights 
will be.  The keeper does not control this process but helps the Circle work through uncomfortable 
moments.   
 

Tips for Facilitators 
 
Role of the facilitator in a circle –  
The facilitator assists the group in creating and maintaining a collective space in which each 
participant feels safe to speak honestly and openly without disrespecting anyone else.   The 
facilitator monitors the quality of the collective space and stimulates the reflections of the group 
through open questions or topic suggestions.  The facilitator does not control the issues raised by 
the group or try to move the group toward a particular outcome.  The facilitator is not an enforcer 
of the group guidelines. The responsibility for addressing problems with the guidelines belongs to 
the entire circle. It is not the facilitator’s role to fix the problem but to encourage a group solution.  
The facilitator is in a relationship of caring about the well-being of every member of the circle.  
 
During the circle the facilitator will: 

 Maintain a commitment to the well-being of everyone in the circle throughout the process, 

 Help the group create a respectful space 



 

 Monitor the quality of the space as the circle proceeds 

 Draw the group’s attention to any problems with the quality of the space 

 Invite the group to figure out how to improve the quality of the space 

 Support and validate efforts of individuals and the group during the process 

 Summarize ideas of the group when it comes to determining a resolution 

 Lead the process of determining consensus.   
 
Opening guidelines – Set the guidelines and ask the group if they are okay with them or whether 
there is anything they feel the need to add.   Following are typical standard guidelines:   (the basic 
guidelines are included in the ACJS script) 

 Honour the talking piece if one is used 

 Speak and listen with respect 

 Speak and listen from the heart 

 Personal information shared in the circle stays in the circle 

 Take the time you need while being mindful of the need for others to have time 
 

 



 

 
Using breaks – Breaks are a useful technique for managing difficult moments.  On a break you can 
check in with anyone who seems to be struggling.  After coming back from a break you can ask 
participants to look again at the values and review the guidelines before renewing the dialog.   
 
Getting to the real issues – You may find that key issues raised by participants in pre-conferences 
are not being discussed in the circle.  You should not raise those issues yourself but it is appropriate 
to ask questions or prompts encouraging participants to raise them.  It is also important to be 
aware that there might be good reasons that people are not opening up.  Participants should not be 
pressured to talk about anything they are not ready to talk about.  Remember that it is always okay 
to pass.   
 
The following are some questions or prompts that might open up the dialog: 

 I’m not hearing anyone talk about …… Is this what the group wants? 

 The purpose of this circle is to have a dialog about the ____ which occurred on ___ by ____.  
Are we getting at the purpose of this circle? 

You can also try taking a break and checking in with the people who expressed concerns in the pre-
conference that are not being voiced in the circle.   
 
Another strategy is to shift from the difficult topic to a different approach with a question such as: 
If you could change one thing, what would that be? 
 
People may be reluctant to speak honestly about the issue because of fear.  If that is the case, you 
may need to adjourn the circle and do further preparation to increase the sense of safety or bring in 
additional people who create a greater sense of safety.   
 
Re-centering in the middle of a circle – Developments in a circle can throw you off balance and 
trigger your anxiety, defensiveness or anger.  It might be a result of the escalation of tension among 
the participants or it might be the result of someone pushing one of your buttons.  If that happens 
it is essential to take steps to re-center yourself.  Your responsibility as a facilitator requires you to 
be committed to the well-being of everyone in the circle.  If you are off center it will be much more 
difficult for you to keep the circle safe for the participants.  Self-awareness is the first step.  Pay 
attention to your own emotional state, your sense of equilibrium.   Can you look with acceptance 
and generosity of spirit toward everyone in the circle?   If not, what are you feeling and toward 
whom?   Internally acknowledge the feelings, don’t try to suppress them.  Then take a deep breath 
and focus on your own centering tools.  If you are extremely off balance you may wish to call a 
break and consult with your co-facilitator on how to safely continue the circle which may have you 
adjust your plan for sharing responsibilities to accommodate your struggle with staying centered.  
 
Being human – You may find that when you facilitate a circle, you get nervous about how it will go, 
and about the need to be perfect.  It is okay to ask for help.  It is okay to not always get it ‘right’.  It 
is more important to make it safe enough for participants to let you know if it isn’t working for 
them.  The circle is a very strong container if it is constructed on values.  It is strong enough to hold 
mistakes or uncertainty.  It is not about the facilitators having all the answers; it is about the circle 
and its members all making a good faith effort to work through the issues in a way that is consistent 
with the values of the process.   
 
 



 

 

Agreements in the Circle 
 
Agreements made in the circle are made by consensus.  Consensus is defined as “everyone can live 
with the decision.”  It does not require that everyone be enthusiastic, but does require that 
everyone in the circle can support the decision.   
 
The following set of questions can be useful in checking whether the group does have consensus.  
In a robust consensus all participants can answer ‘yes’ to these three questions: 

 Have you had the opportunity to express your views? 

 Do you believe the group has heard you? 

 Can you support this decision as the best one the group can make at this time, even if it is 
not your first choice? 

 

Follow-up 
 
Follow up after a circle is a very important part of the process.  The facilitator’s responsibility 
include several follow-up tasks: 

 Thorough debriefing with the co-facilitator, to learn from the experience and assess the 
need for checking in with any participants. 

 Checking in with any participant for whom the circle was very stressful or upsetting 

 Monitoring fulfillment of any agreement 
 
In addition to the tasks above, after any file is worked, even if it does not get to the conference 
stage, the ACJS Coordinator will set up a session with a team of neutral de-briefers.  The purpose of 
this session is to allow the facilitation team to release any tension or burden that might result from 
the emotionality of the circle process.  The important part of this is to be intentional about 
releasing anything that is not yours to carry.     

 
 
 
 

Summary – The Circle Process in Point Form 
 

Circle Process: 
1.  Preparation & Value Setting: 

 set goals, 

 pick participants both committed to process & with appropriate skills, 

 foster interest, 

 explain background,  

 show need and benefits 

 explain relevance 

 reassure that it is safe, 

 set location, too. 
 

2.  Start Circle 
     possibly pass feather once, do a brief introduction 
 



 

3.  Developing Guidelines 

 by consensus 

 value-based 

 positive in nature 
 
4.  Circle Dynamics: 

 arrange seating, 

 open & close circles in a good way, 

 don’t leave the circle, if avoidable, 

 say “Thank You” or acknowledgement if something strikes a cord, 

 be aware of time, 

 use break times, 

 summarize, 

 paraphrase, 

 pose questions, 

 possibly outline structure to the group, e.g.: 
o introduction round 
o deal with issues round 
o closing round 

 explain the talking piece 

 take timely breaks 

 depersonalize to defuse venting, or ‘humanize’ to diffuse focus away 
from one person,  

 watch & feel for time to close, 

 trust your instincts, 

 hope for the best, plan for the worst. 
 
5.  Follow-up 

 make an agreement or a support plan & check up later; 

 set realistic goals 

 test agreement – is it workable? 

 does victim agree? 

 what are indicators of success?  (collateral benefits) community 
empowerment 

 conduct a post-mortem by core working group 
 


