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Invitation to Brave Space 
 
Together we will create brave space 
Because there is no such thing as a “safe space” 
We exist in the real world 
We all carry scars and we have all caused wounds. 
In this space 
We seek to turn down the volume of the outside world,  
We amplify voices that fight to be heard elsewhere,  
We call each other to more truth and love  
We have the right to start somewhere and continue to grow. 
We have the responsibility to examine what we think we know. 
We will not be perfect. 
This space will not be perfect. 
It will not always be what we wish it to be  
But it will be our brave space together, and  
We will work on it side by side  
 
by Beth Strano and Micky ScottBey Jones 
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Essential Elements for Constructing the Circle 

Kay Pranis  
  

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 their 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 Circle Keeper 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 ceremony   
● Centerpiece   
● Values/guidelines  
● Talking piece  
● Guiding questions  
● Closing ceremony 

 
Seating all participants in a circle – Geometry matters! It is very important to seat everyone in a circle. 
This 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. 
  
Opening ceremony – Circles use openings and closings to mark the Circle as a sacred space in which 
participants are present with themselves and one another in a way that is different from an ordinary 
meeting or group. 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 to 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.  
 
Centerpiece – Circles use a centerpiece to create a focal point that supports speaking from the heart 
and listening from the heart. The centerpiece usually sits on the floor in the center of the open space 
inside the circle of chairs. Typically there is a cloth or mat as the base. The centerpiece may include 
items representing the values of the core self, the foundational principles of the process, and/or a 
shared vision of the group. Centerpieces often emphasize inclusion by incorporating symbols of 
individual Circle members as well as cultures represented in the Circle. 
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Guidelines – Participants in a Circle play a major role in designing their own space by creating the 
guidelines for 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 their 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 the consensus of the Circle.   
  
Talking piece – Circles use a talking piece to regulate the dialog of the participants. The talking piece is 
passed from person to person around the rim of the Circle. Only the person holding the talking piece 
may speak. It allows the holder to speak without interruption and allows the listeners to focus on 
listening and not be distracted by thinking about a response to the speaker. The use of the talking piece 
allows for full expression of emotions, thoughtful reflection, and an unhurried pace. Participants are free 
to speak or pass when the talking piece comes to them. The talking piece is a powerful equalizer. It 
allows every participant an equal opportunity to speak and carries an implicit assumption that every 
participant has something important to offer the group. As it passes physically from hand to hand, the 
talking piece weaves a connecting thread among the members of the Circle. The talking piece reduces 
the control of the keeper and consequently shares control of the process with all participants. Where 
possible, the talking piece represents something important to the group. The more meaning the talking 
piece has (consistent with the values of Circle), the more powerful it is for engendering respect for the 
process and aligning participants with their core selves.     
 
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 a discussion that goes beyond surface responses. Questions are often designed to invite 
participants to share personal stories relevant to the theme raised. 
      
Closing ceremony – 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 closings are designed to fit the nature of the particular group and 
provide opportunities for cultural responsiveness.     
 
Keeper'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 keeper—and sometimes 
there are two—helps 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. 
 
The Circle keeper is a participant and can speak in turn in the Circle. Sometimes the keeper speaks first 
in a round to model the kind of response being invited or to model the sharing of personal stories. At 
other times, the keeper speaks last in a round to reduce the risk of the keeper influencing the dialog 
inappropriately.  The Circle keeper attempts to hold an attitude of compassion and caring for every 
member of the Circle, regardless of behavior.  
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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 by maintaining the 
use of the talking piece going in order around the Circle and by engaging the Circle in reflection on its 
own process when needed. 
 
© Living Justice Press, livingjusticepress.org, permissions: ljpress@aol.com. For training and educational use 
only.  
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Meaningful Object Circle Template 
 
Goal 
To experience a richer sense of circle practice and explore how meaningful objects can be powerful for 
relationship building. 
 
Prep 
Ask participants to “bring an object that has meaning for you and that you can share a story about. Also, 
it should be something you wouldn’t mind passing around a circle.”  
 
Form the circle around a full centerpiece and bring values and agreements into the circle. 
 
Opening 

● Open with a statement of purpose (“we’re going to have time in circle to get to know one 
another”) and offer a brief centering activity (breathing, visualization, etc.).  Create/share values 
and agreements.  

● If someone forgets their object, they can improvise with an object they do have, show a picture 
from their phone, or present it as a “ghost object” (invisible). 

 
Round 1 

● Facilitator models by sharing the story of their object. When finished, facilitator puts it in the 
center of the circle. 

● Person to left shares next. 
● After round, open for comments or reflections (optional) 
● Tip for online circle facilitation: Create a virtual circle order in the chat 

 
Round 2 

● Facilitator picks up object of person on left and returns it to them and (a) shares key details of 
the story as an acknowledgement that their story was heard and (b) shares one way in which 
they could relate to the story as a way to foster connection. 

● Person on left says thank you (only) and then returns the piece of the next person in the circle.  
 
Round 3 

● What are your observations about this circle? What did you learn about each other? About 
circle process? Where might you facilitate this circle in your community? 

● Other ways to frame talking pieces: 
o Bring an object that… gives you hope, says something about your identity, symbolizes 

your family, occupation, hometown, etc.  
 
Closing: Thank participants for their active listening, thoughtful reflections and openness to the stories 
of others. One-word check-out around the circle: “What are you feeling as we close this circle?” 

 
  



 

7 
 

Circle Planning Guide 
 
Purpose of the circle: what is the purpose, goal or theme of your circle? (ex. community-
building, goal-setting, exploring issues, decision-making, celebration, curriculum/content, etc.) 
 
 
Introduction: how will you introduce and convey the reason for the circle to participants? 
 
 
Review/establish circle agreements: how will you elicit or convey core guidelines to 
participants? Are they posted, in the centerpiece, verbally reviewed, etc. 
 
 
Introduction of the talking piece: what object are you using and why? How does it relate to the 
theme of the circle? 
 
 
Circle opening: how will you open this circle: a poem, a quote, song, breath focus, etc.? 
 
 
Connection/check-in round: What is your check in? (On a scale of 1-10, battery charge, 
personal weather report, etc.) 
 
 
Content/discussion rounds: what needs to be addressed in the circle? 
Plan two prompts: a low-risk prompt, and a slightly higher-risk prompt. For example: What 
made you want to attend our school? Tell us about the moment you knew it was the best 
choice for you? (first prompt). How has it been for you since you got here; was it what you 
hoped for? (second prompt). 
 
Round 1: 
 
 
Round 2: 
 
 
Reflection/check out round: how will you bring closure to the circle? For example: what are 
you taking away from the discussion? 
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Day 1 Model Practices 
 
Land Acknowledgement 
Restorative justice creates opportunities for people to learn about and recognize harm in our 
community. Land acknowledgements are now one popular to highlight the history of harm through 
colonization. Since restorative practices have roots in indigenous practices, land acknowledgements are 
also a way to recognize the wisdom of non-Western cultural beliefs that emphasize community and 
connection over competition and individualism. 
 
Values and Agreements 
Rather than imposing “ground rules” or guidelines that emphasize behavior that is prohibited, 
collaboratively identifying shared values and then forming agreements for learning together 
emphasizing positive behaviors and mutual respect.  
 
Opening Circle 
Also known as a huddle or stand-up meeting, an opening circle is a brief, recurring, gathering to check in 
with one another. Opening circles allow for a regular check-in or goal-setting. 
 
Pair-Share 
Pair-Share (or Think, Pair, Share) can be a good alternative to doing a full group check-in as it can be 
completed in less time and can include different ways of processing. Either in a large circle or at tables, 
give participants a ‘check-in question’ and then give them a few minutes to think it over for themselves 
(if at tables, they could journal or draw, as an option). 
After a few minutes have them turn to a partner and share their responses with one another. 
Optionally, partners can share out something they took away from each other’s perspective. 
 
Dedication 
A person or people dedicate their learning (or teaching) to a person–living or dead, real or fictional –
who inspires them. These 30-60 second dedications can be accompanied by a photo or image. 
Dedications aren’t Q&A sessions or PowerPoint presentations; they are short, simple, heartfelt sharings 
that allow participants to learn more about each other. 
 
Wagon Wheel Circle 
Also called “inside-outside circles”, these are circles that enable intimate pair shares in large groups. 
Rotations allow people to meet with new partners. They tend to be lively and engaging. 
 
Community-building circle 
Kay Pranis: “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.” 
 
See Kay Pranis and Carolyn Boyes-Watson’s Circle Forward for many, many excellent circle templates.  
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What’s Next? 
 
Look for Your Areas of Opportunity  
Which are good opportunities for implementing RJ on your campus? 
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Implementation Questions for Discussion 
1. What kind of restorative justice process resonates best with your campus 

culture or with the kinds of cases on which your program will focus? 
Conferencing, circles, boards? 

2. In what ways can you infuse RJ principles into current conduct practices and 
procedures? 

3. What opportunities or constraints currently exist in your code of conduct for 
implementing an RJ program? 

4. Where do you need to foster support for the program? Student affairs 
administrators, legal counsel, campus safety, student government? 

5. Where will the program be housed? Conduct office, residential life, conflict 
resolution program, equity/Title IX? 

6. Do you have the right staff for a restorative justice program? Who will 
coordinate the program? Could the coordinating responsibilities be added to 
a current position? 

7. Who will facilitate cases—staff, faculty, graduate students, undergraduates? 
8. How much will a program cost? What costs do you need to consider? Do you 

have financial support? How will you pay for the program? 
9. Can you connect/collaborate with a local restorative justice program? Are 

there possible partnerships with faculty or academic departments (higher 
education management, law, criminal justice, conflict analysis, peace studies, 
social work, etc.)? What other resources can you utilize? 

10. How will you launch and market the program? 
11. What will be your referral streams? How can referrals be promoted? 
12. How would you implement training for the program? Who needs to receive 

training? 
13. How will you assess the effectiveness of your RJ program? 

 
Implementation Tips 
 
Getting to Your First Circle  
The longer you wait, the less likely you will implement RJ. Consider the following: 

● What will be the topic of your first circle? 
● Who will co-facilitate? 
● How will you identify and recruit participants? 
● What are your primary questions for the rounds? (Remember the 5 C’s) 
● How will you assess its effectiveness? 

 
Getting to Your First Conference 

● What does your conduct policy allow? 
● Who can make a referral? 
● Who will co-facilitate? 
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● How will you assess its effectiveness? 
● When can you implement the following baby steps? 

o EVERY one-on-one conduct hearing is an opportunity to ask RJ questions. Consider 
adding RJ questions to the conduct hearing protocol. 

o Invite the respondent to bring a support person to a conduct hearing. Ask the 
support person RJ questions. 

o Ask a staff member to participate in the conduct hearing in the role of an impacted 
community member. (Or ask a surrogate harmed party, or the real harmed party.) 

o If you ask RJ questions and invite a harmed party and support person to attend, you 
will have transformed your hearing into an RJ conference! 

 
Forming an RJ Working Group  
The most important first step toward implementation is creating a working group that is 
capable of envisioning and inspiring campus commitment. Some questions for this: 

● Who will be on the team? What expertise do they have? What influence do they have? 
Will it include administrators, faculty, and students? 

● When will the team meet? How often? 
 
Create an Implementation Timeline 

● Using a calendar, plan a series of implementation steps with target dates 
● Be sure to include opportunities for education, training, policy review, and practice  
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Barriers to Implementation 
• The following survey of campus RJ program leaders found these common barriers to address 

(see David Karp “Becoming a Restorative University” International Journal of Restorative 
Justice): 
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Competencies Checklist 
Foundational Training in Restorative Justice for Higher Education 
 
At the end of Day One:  
✔ I feel (not too/somewhat/really) confident facilitating group agreements collaboratively. 
✔ I feel (not too/somewhat/really) confident articulating a personal restorative justice definition. 
✔ I feel (not too/somewhat/really) confident designing/facilitating a circle process. 

 
I can describe... 
✔ Circle elements (opening ceremony, centerpiece, values/guidelines, talking piece, guiding 

questions, closing ceremony) 
✔ Five C’s of community-concern circles (convening, connection, concern, collaboration, closing) 
✔ Three types of circle processes (community building circle, wagon wheel, storytelling circle) 
✔ Three tiers of RJ implementation (building relationships, responding to harm, supporting 

reintegration) 
 
At the end of Day Two:  
✔ I feel (not too/somewhat/really) confident asking/facilitating the core conferencing questions. 
✔ I feel (not too/somewhat/really) confident understanding and empathizing with the different 

conference stakeholder roles. 
✔ I feel (not too/somewhat/really) confident helping harmed parties identify harms, needs, and 

solutions. 
✔ I feel (not too/somewhat/really) confident facilitating a conference to address harm. 

 
I can describe... 
✔ The sequence of a conference (introductions, identifying harm, brainstorming solutions, closing) 
✔ Key stakeholder roles (facilitator, harmed party, person responsible, support person) 
✔ Four types of harm to address in restorative processes (emotional/spiritual; material/physical; 

relational/communal; and inflamed historical/structural) 
✔ Why people harmed and responsible for harm participate in RJ 
✔ Benefits of RJ to harmed parties and those responsible for harm 
✔ The experience of being asked restorative questions for a personal harm 
✔ Healing-engaged/trauma-informed practice 

  
At the end of Day Three: 
I can describe… 
✔ The model of restorative reintegration  
✔ Evidence of RJ effectiveness in higher education 
✔ Next steps for my own RJ journey 

 


