
This is a wonderfully lucid account of what needs to happen if Circle Time sessions are to

promote the emotional literacy of children and young people. 

Circle Time, Sue Roffey says, is a ‘structured framework for group interaction’, one that enables

students to ‘think reflectively and creatively, talk together about important issues, grow to have

understanding about themselves and others, and over time to develop knowledge and skills they

can put into practice.’

It is not, therefore, a tool for improving behaviour, even though behaviour may improve as a

result of its being practised. Nor is it a therapeutic tool, even if it may have the effect of healing

emotional hurt. 

The power of Circle Time lies in the opportunity it provides for children and young people to

experience feelings of calm that are unpolluted by the pressures of academic learning, to reflect

on who they are, and to discover ways of connecting more warmly to others.

Sue lays out the theoretical arguments for practising Circle Time, but also the reasons why its

value is so self-evident to her. She grew up in a family where games brought people together

regularly, and as a result learned not only about being ‘part of a team,’ but also about ‘words,

numbers, feelings and thinking creatively’.

Unsurprisingly, therefore, she puts forward a vision of Circle Time as a practice that needs to

become a regular and essential part of the experience we offer children and young people. That

way, they will have the opportunity to make sense of their lives, and find ways of learning from

and with one another. 

One of the nicest aspects of this book is the way it illustrates the value of collaborative learning

through the occasional insights it offers into the processes of its own composition. The cornu-

copia of activities that Sue describes were gleaned from many sources, from internet resources

and books, but also from conversations with friends and colleagues.

A message that comes through strongly is the need for each practitioner to develop their own

style of Circle Time practice, drawing on their own creativity to devise ‘ever more ingenious ways

of meeting the aims for social and emotional learning.’ No book, however insightful and

comprehensive, will be able to anticipate the particular challenges you may face, or the potential

in you to come up with a fresh approach.

While many of the activities described will be familiar to Circle Time practitioners, they gain a richer

resonance from their location in the framework that Sue provides. Always the attention is drawn to

how they can be used to make students more insightful in understanding their emotional

experience in the context of their communications, their relationships and their conflicts.
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For those who feel wary about opening up emotional issues in the classroom, Sue provides a lot

of advice on how to ensure that the circle is experienced as a place of safety, that tension is

released and ‘positive emotionality’ stimulated before challenging issues are faced and serious

discussions provoked. She recognizes that safety is important, but that it needs to lead towards

change and growth.

Through most of the time that I have spent exploring the potential of emotional literacy to

enhance the quality of teaching and learning, Sue has been one of my sanest guides. I am

delighted that this book will enable others to benefit from the depth of her insights and the

breadth of her understanding. I also hope that it will inspire all of us to do more to ensure that

children and young people experience themselves as having a valuable contribution to make to

the formation of vibrant learning communities.

James Park

Director of Antidote

www.antidote.org.uk
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Teachers starting out with Circle Time will find everything they need here to introduce Circle

Time to their class. This book is also for experienced practitioners who are seeking to further

expand their repertoire of ideas.

The activities in Circle Time for Emotional Literacy are for all school age children. To make it

clear, however, which age group an activity is best suited to we have given symbols as follows: 

� is for younger children from 5–7 years old 

� is for those in middle childhood: 7–11 years

� is for more senior students from upper primary into high school: 10–18 (these

activities usually require a level of abstract thinking)

Within each chapter are suggestions and activities for students across a wide age and ability

range – and many would meet the needs of an even broader range with creative adaptations. 

Activities more suitable for younger children are at the beginning of chapters, followed by those

that are increasingly complex or demanding. Some activities have variations and/or extensions

that make them suitable for younger or older pupils.

Teachers will want to dip into sections depending on their particular needs and the age and stage of

their classes. Some students may need to begin at a more basic level than their age would suggest. 

Choosing activities

Although different chapters focus on specific aspects of emotional literacy there is inevitably an

overlap. If you can’t find what you are looking for in one chapter try another. The ideas are for

you to use, develop and change according to what works for you. The important thing is to keep

to the principles and general framework.

Do not be afraid to repeat activities. We often expect learners to be able to know or do some-

thing with only one or two opportunities to practise. The benefit of some activities may only be

gained when students are encouraged to build on their learning in a second or third attempt.

Pupils also like playing some games regularly and look forward to their favourites. Many activi-

ties are open to adaptation for thinking about different emotions or situations so you can use

the same or similar games for different words, feelings or purposes.
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Reinforcing learning

Emotional literacy is embedded throughout the book in the way we communicate, how we

understand ourselves and others, how we promote an inclusive ethos and how we solve prob-

lems. Research (Taylor, 2003) indicates that it is helpful to mediate this understanding by

making the purpose of activities explicit and adding some minimal commentary where appro-

priate. This helps students make connections between what happens inside the Circle with what

goes on in the class generally. This is best done lightly: questions rather than statements, a

phrase not a lecture. There are also additional discussion topics to extend thinking and reinforce

learning.

What will you find in each chapter

The first chapter provides a rationale for Circle Time and shows the ways in which it develops emo-

tional literacy. It covers the principles and theoretical foundations for Circle Time and stresses the

importance of maintaining the philosophy in practice.

Chapter 2 covers the framework for Circle Time. There is also a section here on trouble-shooting:

suggestions for what you might do when students do not conform to the rules, have communi-

cation difficulties or when sensitive issues are raised. This chapter is particularly useful for teach-

ers starting out with Circle Time and who are not yet familiar with what happens or having some

difficulty getting it off the ground.

Each Circle session has a structure with a beginning, an end and transitions between activities.

Chapter 3 addresses just these aspects. In Chapter 4 we look at a wide range of communication

issues from motivation and confidence to active listening skills and the rules of conversation.

There are plenty of non-verbal games in this chapter to foster confidence.

Self-awareness is the subject of Chapter 5. Activities here will increase understanding of identity,

personal strengths and qualities, wishes, beliefs and values. These focus on the positive and

include activities to support self-esteem. Chapter 6 explores individual emotions more directly.

This includes definitions, developing an ‘emotion’ vocabulary, understanding how feelings are

felt in the body, how feelings are linked to social and cultural factors and ways to regulate and

express emotions safely.

Chapter 7 is focused on building and developing a supportive class ethos. It aims to develop

awareness of the feelings and situations of others and taking appropriate responsibility for one

another. This is where you will find activities that encourage empathy. Chapter 8 focuses more

specifically on friendliness, friendship skills and what is needed for successful collaboration.

Finally Chapter 9 addresses both challenging situations and challenging feelings. It covers prob-

lem solving for individuals and also issues that arise within the class group, including

bullying. It helps readers tune into emotions to be effective problem solvers: what helps every-

one feel better?
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