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	 		Ask students to think about a time when someone showed them 
compassion (allow them to share with a partner and for a few to 
share with the whole group). Allow the group to reflect on what it 
feels like when someone shows compassion. 

	 		Ask students to think of a time they acted with compassion. 
Encourage them to think of examples that include not only people 
and animals, but also the environment. Explain how our natural 
world is also deserving of compassion. Allow a few students to share. 

2.  Compassion Activity  (25 min.)
	 		Explain that most of us make choices every day that are 

compassionate, but we could probably find ways of adding even 
more compassion into our lives.

	 		Explain that they will be creating their own Circle of Compassion. 

	 		Give each student a copy of the Circle of Compassion Handout. 
Explain that they are to add (with pictures or words) any people, 
groups, animals, or natural places they have compassion for. This 
means that they have done something to help that person, animal, 
or place (and do not harm them by their current actions). Challenge 
them to only add to their circle of compassion if they have been 
compassionate toward that person, place, or animal. If, for example, 
they really love tigers but have done nothing to help them, have 
them put tigers on the outside of the circle. 

	 		Ask students to share an example of who or what they have 
compassion for, emphasizing the acts that demonstrate that 
compassion (e.g., if students have compassion for trees, encourage 
them to explain how they conserve trees by recycling their paper).

	 		Encourage students to share additional ways that they can show 
compassion to each other, to family, and to people and animals in 
our global community. 

	 		Encourage students to think about ways that they can express 
compassion in their everyday lives related to the things they use, eat, 
and buy, and to the people, animals, and environments with whom 
or which they interact. Hand out the Compassionate Kid Stories.

	 		Organize the students into small groups, and have them read the 
Compassionate Kid Stories. 

	 		Ask students what the kids in the stories have in common, and allow 
for a short discussion about any ideas or inspiration the stories may 
have given them as they try to bring more elements into their own 
Circles of Compassion.

3. Wrap Up  (15 min.)
	 		Explain to students that even though this lesson is ending, this stage 

is when their real work to become compassionate can begin. Ask 
them to look at the list of people, places, animals, and groups outside 
of their circles. Ask a few students to share what is outside of their 
circle and brainstorm, as a group, what actions they can take to bring 
those elements into their circle. 

EXTENSION PROJECT

•  Research and Technology: 
Allow students to choose something 
they placed outside of their circle 
of compassion (see the Circle of 
Compassion activity in the Warm Up) 
to research and to consider how 
they can help that person, animal, 
or place. Allow students to use the 
internet to do an online research 
project with a safe internet search 
engine like www.kidrex.com. Using 
their research, ask students to create 
a presentation or digital poster that 
describes the person, animal, or 
place that they want to help, and 
make a call to action with ideas for 
how to show more compassion. If 
students are working in groups, we 
recommend using Google Slides 
or Padlet, and if they are creating 
a digital poster, we recommend 
Glogster. For presentations, 
students can do a gallery walk to 
see their classmates’ presentations. 
To save on printing paper, use QR 
codes or create a simple classroom 
website with links to each student’s 
presentation.

EDUCATOR SPOTLIGHT
Kristina Hulvershorn
I use this activity to really challenge 
students to think courageously about 
their own actions. I think that the core 
of humane education is not only about 
understanding the issues affecting 
other people, non-human animals, 
and our natural world, but also pairing 
that with an interest and a willingness 
to engage with those issues positively. 
This activity asks students to think 
of themselves as part of the real life 
action that unfolds before them every 
day and encourages them to be active 
participants by aligning their actions 
with their beliefs. There is an incredible 
thing that happens with this activity. 
You will have students opening up 
about what they care for in the world 
around them and searching for ways 
they can make a difference. Seize these 
moments and allow your students to 
harness this care and good will. This 
lesson can be the launching point 
for some poignant and meaningful 
projects and units of study.
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 LESSON PLAN  I  ACTIVITYFor ages 12-18

GRADE LEVEL All

TIME NEEDED   50 - 55 min. initial class
Then daily practice

SUBJECTS All

STANDARDS  

Common Core
ELA-Literacy:  SL.6.1, SL.7.1, SL.8.1

SL.6.4, SL.7.4, SL.8.4

MATERIALS
 Speaking piece

 Agreements for Peace (written)

VOCABULARY/TERM
• Community Circle

ESSENTIAL QUESTION

What do we need to understand and do to coexist peacefully together? 

OVERVIEW
How everyone gets along with each other can make or break a classroom 
environment. If we seek to build a peaceful classroom, community circles 
are one of the most important investments we can make. By following a 
few simple guidelines, this activity will show you how to harness the power 
of the circle to work for your group. Students will engage in activities 
that promote empathetic connections and build trust. In this activity, we 
introduce the community circle and discuss how it can be used as a daily 
community building practice as well as a space for addressing specific issues, 
concerns, or conflicts. 

OBJECTIVES

Students will be able to…

 	Demonstrate effective active listening skills.

 	Utilize social and emotional skills to resolve conflicts peacefully.

 	Create an inclusive and respectful learning environment.

 	Advocate for their own needs.

1. Warm Up  (15 min.)
 	This opening activity will encourage students to think about the

value of sitting in a circle. Explain that they are going to consider
ways that everyone can interact with each other in the classroom by
trying out two different methods.

 	Ask students to sit in rows facing you (they can be in desks or any
other arrangement that is not circular).

 	Begin by asking a simple, age-appropriate question, such as, “Tell me
about a time you felt like you were important.” Allow a few students
to share and thank them for participating.

WARM UP NOTE
This activity will work best after 
your group has completed the 
Agreements for Peace activity.
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 	Next, ask students to arrange themselves into a circle. Insist on a
circle where everyone can fit. If any students are not included, widen
the circle even more to make sufficient room for everyone. Ask the
following questions:

 	How does sitting in a circle feel compared to sitting in rows?

 	Why do you think we need to make room for everyone in our
circle?

 	Why do you think sitting in a circle is important?

 	Explain that the circle is the shape we will all sit in as a reminder that
everyone in our classroom community is valued and to allow everyone
to see and hear each other. It also reminds us that teachers and students
are both responsible for creating a peaceful, welcoming classroom.

2. Daily Practice  (10 min.)
 	It is wise to open the circle with a calming activity, such as ten seconds

of deep breathing, a guided visualization, listening to calming music, or
reading a peaceful meditation. This activity will help students transition
into the community circle, become calmer, and associate the circle with
an activity that feels positive.

 	The circle is a great way to check in with your students. All students
and teachers bring a rich, and sometimes overwhelming, emotional
world with them to school. Use the circle to allow everyone to be heard
and affirmed. This models a genuine respect for everyone’s emotional
lives, and can also help to prevent potential problems.

 	Consider starting your circles with simple, fun, and even silly questions
to give the group time to feel comfortable and to get to know one
another. An easy way to do this is by having students write questions
they want to ask their peers and selecting a new question every day.
You can also come up with your own questions, as you get to know
your students and learn what they are comfortable with and interested
in sharing. A few examples to get started are:

 	When do you feel happy?

 	What is your favorite song?

 	What type of weather do you like best?

 	A fun way to generate questions is to create a Question Jar that the
students fill with questions written on small pieces of paper. This
method is highly suggested for middle school students so that the
content of the circle is reliable and relevant to their interests and lives.

 	As trust is built over time, you can pose questions that invite students
to share more personal, and possibly even vulnerable, feelings and
experiences. Some examples are:

 	Was there ever a time you did not fit in? What happened?

 	What is something that makes you feel sad?

 	This is a good opportunity to allow students to speak for themselves on
issues you think need to be addressed (e.g., exclusion, active listening,
or fairness in the classroom) in a proactive way.

WARM UP NOTE CONT’D 
If necessary, adapt your class 
agreements for use during the circle 
to address the issue of speaking out 
of turn. Some classrooms choose to 
use a “speaking piece” like a rock, 
small sculpture, or ball. Explain that 
whoever is holding the speaking 
piece has the right to speak and be 
heard without interruption. 

If it is not already addressed in the 
Agreements for Peace, we recommend 
that you add the right to pass, 
which means it is acceptable 
for students to not comment or 
respond to the question prompt. 
Some students will not be 
comfortable sharing at first. Allow 
them space to become comfortable.  
Students will naturally want to help 
their peers feel part of the circle, but 
let each student follow their own 
timeline. 

The teacher’s role in the circle is 
that of a facilitator.  The circle 
formation reminds the group that 
problems must be solved by the 
whole group, not just the teacher. 
Circles are the most powerful when 
students are truly heard and not 
simply spoken to. The more honest 
and vulnerable a teacher is, the 
more remarkable the impact of the 
circle will be.

✎
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3. Using Circles to Address a Problem  (15 - 20 min. [as needed])
  Once you have integrated community circles into your daily classroom

process, it will feel natural to use the time to address concerns and
challenging behaviors. If the concern relates to the entire class, use
the circle to address it. If it is a very sensitive or private issue, use your
judgment since a one-on-one discussion may be warranted. If, however,
the whole class was affected, it may be best to process it with the group,
after speaking with the student individually.

  The general format for this kind of circle is as follows:

 	Start with a centering/calming activity like deep breathing.

 	Review the class Agreements for Peace.

 	Clarify/state the problem you are addressing.

 	Invite those harmed to share how it has impacted them.

 	Ask individuals to suggest ways they could help.

 	Invite the class to suggest group strategies for resolving the issue.

 	Agree on a plan.

 	Summarize what was discussed and how the group will proceed
(revisit as necessary).

  When talking about a serious issue, it is important to review the
Agreements for Peace beforehand. Explain to the students that the circle
can be used to solve problems and that you would like them to help
solve the problem that you’ve observed.

  Speak honestly about what you have witnessed and ask questions that
invite the students to be part of a solution rather than just criticizing
or blaming. For example, if you have noticed a lot of exclusionary
behavior, be honest about what you have observed. Asking questions
about what it feels like to be left out is a good way to start the
conversation. Follow up by asking if anyone wants to be brave and share
one thing they have done to allow this to happen and one thing they
are willing to do to stop it. Once individuals have spoken, invite the
class to suggest any group strategies (e.g., “let’s mix up our seats every
week so no one is left out in our class”), agree on a plan of action and
summarize what was agreed upon. Later reflect during a future circle to
see if the plan has been effective.

  These conversations do not need to be lengthy. Encourage the group to
stick to the topic and revisit it during another circle if necessary.

  If students are not opening up, that simply means that more work
needs to be done to help them feel comfortable. When students take
ownership of negative or inappropriate behavior, it is important to
validate their self-reflection and honesty. Be sure to allow them enough
space and time to acknowledge the impact of their actions and consider
ways to act in a more positive way, rather than immediately imposing
a punishment. Work to create a safe space where students can make
mistakes and learn from them.

  Appropriate group topics could include: class misbehavior when
there was a substitute teacher, a classroom theft, mean “jokes”
or chronic teasing, bias-based bullying or exclusion, or specific
behavioral concerns.

ACTIVITY NOTE
“The circle represents a 
fundamental change in the 
relationship between students 
and authority figures.  It creates a 
cooperative atmosphere in which 
students take responsibility for 
their actions. Students respond 
because they feel respected and 
realize that what they say matters.” 
-Bob Costello, Joshua Wachtel, &
Ted Wachtel Restorative Circles in
Schools: Building Community and
Enhancing Learning

✎

EDUCATOR SPOTLIGHT
Kristina Hulvershorn
Community Circles are incredibly 
powerful. They will work best if you 
start using them at the beginning 
of the school year. Students will 
come to trust each other and the 
process of the circle. If, however, 
you wait until there is a problem to 
connect the group, they will not be 
nearly as effective. If they are used 
proactively and trusting relationships 
are built over time, when problems 
or conflict occur, the circle can be an 
effective tool for resolution. If you 
have time for nothing else, circles can 
be the vehicle for integrating social 
and emotional learning into your 
classroom. 

https://teachheart.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Comprehensive-Resource-Guide.pdf
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	 	 If a student says something hurtful or inappropriate in the circle, 
remind them of the Agreements for Peace and clarify the expectations  
for all circle participants.

4. Wrap Up  (10 min.)
	 	 Review the many purposes that the circle serves which include:

	 	 		A way to interact with everyone in an inclusive manner

	 	 		A reminder that everyone in the class is valued 

	 	 		A way for everyone to easily see and hear each other

	 	 		A daily practice for getting to know everyone 

	 	 		A space for sharing 

	 	 		A process for addressing specific issues, problems, and concerns

What is your 
favorite song?

When do you 
feel happy?

ACTIVITY NOTE
Community Circles can also be 
utilized to enhance academic 
discourse (such as analyzing a book 
in an English language arts class 
or exploring the significance of a 
historical event in a social studies 
class). They provide an engaging 
and interactive experience for 
students by encouraging inclusion 
and collaborative discussion.

✎


