Commitment to human dignity and related aspects of
social participation, valuing, thinking and knowledge
are central to the current guidelines of the National
Council for the Social Studies. “Massive efforts to revise
social studies curriculum...” (Manson, et. al., 1972,
p. 854) are being undertaken and a growing number of
the nation’s social science programs are increasing their
focus upon social and interpersonal awareness. With
the continuing push to educate for emotional and social,
as well as intellectual outcomes, today’s social studies
are concerned with behavior more than they ever have
been. Whether the area of study in the Social Studies is
the “necighborhood,” “farm,” “housing,” “Vietnam,”
or the “environment,” questions arise involving “should”
or “should not” and “right” or “wrong.” These concerns
involving people in their social situations and their
relationships to one another are part of wider arcas of
value development. Traditionally social studies teachers
have “limited themselves to two by four pedagogy, two
covers of a textbook and four walls of a classroom™
(Manson, S., et. al., 1971, p. 859). In contrast currently,
values such as cooperation, responsibility, and inter-
dependability are being examined through the social
studies teacher and the students themselves. Although
all teachers are concerned about values, social studies
teachers by nature of their curriculum area, must accept
responsibilities of teaching about values as an integral
part of their role (Jervis, J. & Wideman, B., 1971).

One promising technique tried in many schools zeroes
in on people in relation to social and emotional aspects
of a particular area of the social studies under study.
Known by various names as the “open forum,” “living
circle,” “groups in human relations,” *group guidance”
or “education for interpersonal relations,” this technique
utilizes developmental needs of students to facilitate
valuing behavior, self understanding, self werth, and
ways of relating to others. In appearances, a “living
circle” session resembles a typical classroom discussion,
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but there are several interesting differences. First, stu-
dents are free to express their ideas, feelings, and ex-
pericnces about personal and social concerns. The
teacher aids students in identification and presentation
of a problem or a concern. Finally, the teacher, serving
as facilitator of student comments and value expressions
accepts all contributions without judgmental responses.
If all responses arc not allowed to be expressed students
will learn to keep true values to themselves in order to
avoid criticism. Topics of concern may involve punish-
ment of the class for improper behaviors, incompleted
homework assignments, treatment of social isolates,
nonacceptance in a baseball game, a decision in an
athletic event or discipline problems in classrooms.
Finally the students arc encouraged to examine in more
depth their own position on specific problems and issues
as well as explore the other alternatives of their class-
mates.

There are several benefits in using the “living circle™
concept in the classroom. [t provides a bridge from learn-
ings of social studies to relevant aspects that concern
student lives and invites the exploration of a whole clus-
ter of concepts fundamental to human life, These include
the notions of understandings and beliefs which are
built on students’ quests for self in relation to society.
Social studies skills such as comparing, and contrasting,
decisionmaking, considering alternatives are given prac-
tice in this approach. Activities of adults are aiso related
by students to their own world. Another benefit of the
“living circle” approach is the improvement of students’
listening habits. Because the students are discussing
topics of immediate concern to them they tend to con-
centrate much harder. This reinforces the importance of
listening. The “living circle” reinforces and emphasizes
learning rather than form in the classrooms. The students
also feel that their contributions are important because
they aren’t being judged or evaluated by the teacher for
what they say.



The social studies teacher wanting to introduce this
approach nceds to consider both specific content and
developmental principles in their planning procedures.
For example, students in the growth period of carly and
later childhood are establishing the developmental
skills of (1) building appropriate independence-depen-
dence patterns, (2) forming giving-receiving and (3) re-
lating to changing social groups. Social studies content
of “cxpectations for members of family units” taken in
conjunction with developmental tasks, provide an ex-
cellent base from which to identify problems. Concerns
may arise about sibling relationships. Other sets of
coping behaviors may involve “bullies” at one age level
and “forming fricndships™ at a higher maturational
level. Becisions can be reached through discussions and
presentation of positions. Although Henshel {(1971) has
shown that low correlations exist between values and
behaviors for young children, they too can benefit much
from the “living circle.” Young children learn much
behavior from watching others, especially older children
and adults, act in social studics. Needing appropriate
models, young children must also be given opportunitics
to reflect upon the observations. For example, as part
of a housing unit the many people needed for coopera-
tion in building a house is an important skill that is
learned. A filmstrip is shown to illustrate this. The “liv-
ing circle™ presents the opportunity to reinforce these
behaviors and allows the students to actively reflect upon
these learnings. Peers also serve as models, as relevant
incidents are discovered.

The writers’ observations in the schools indicate that
tcachers are increasingly using the “living circle”
approach with students. While teachers’ “living circle”
discussions have in common the dual objectives of cen-
tered discussions of behavioral and social concerns,
and their relationship to current social studies units,
they have tried interesting variations. Mrs. Russell, a
primary grade teacher, feeling that interpersonal re-
lationships are learned and built early in life, schedules
a regular period each week for the “living circle.” Some
weeks filmstrips set the stage while on other occasions
unfinished stories identify problems which in turn stim-
ulate discussions about social behaviors. These behav-
iors, typical of students in the room, are related to
people in the social studies units under study by the
class. In some wecks, behaviors such as cooperation
displayed by students in the classroom are related to
people working together in building houses — a logical
reference to the social science unit on housing.

In a primary grade, Mark stated that he liked to take
toys from his younger brothers. Another student asked
him whether he would like that to happen to him. The
discussion led into the issue of sharing with siblings
and peers, with several actual incidents brought up by
students in which others wouldn’t share. Possible student
rcactions were then offered. This entire useful discussion
would not have taken place if the teacher had initially
stifled the original comment with ‘a statement such as,
*its not nice to take toys from others.”

Mrs. Jones, a primary teacher, observed much inter-
student rivalry and bickering. She holds “living circle”
discussions as need arises using stimulus pictures, un-
finished stories from NEA's Today's Education, and
other approaches to stimulate discussion and reinforce
cooperative behavior. For example, the atrplanc, as a
means of transportation, is being discussed. The teacher,
desiring to show that many people work together to get
planes off the ground, brings this fact into the discussion.
With teacher dircction this leads to how persons work
together in the classroom and finally to “living circle”
mecting of a student problem with some classmates not
cooperating in playground situations.

In the intermediate grade, students are keenly aware
of social activities and need opportunities to think about
and reflect upon their own social successes and failures.
They also need to know that many of their own social
concerns arc normal and shared by others. With these
students, adult behavior as portrayed in social studics
units, is often not related to their own experiences. Mrs.
Harris employs the “living circle™ to present opportu-
nities to relate social studies learnings to their own
situations because of immediacy and relevancy. In a
recent “living circle” several boys discussed difficultics
they were having with an aggressive student. The inci-
dent was role-played in which the bully was demanding
to be first batter in a baseball game. Students suggested
various ways of reacting to this student such as ignoring
him, letting him be first, and taking turns at being first,
Another student sharing insight noted a possible reason
for the child’s behavior. “He just wants people to notice
him.” Another student suggested, *He just wants to be
accepted but doesn’t know how to go about it.” The
teacher maintained a low profile with a few comments
except to facilitate discussion.

Mrs. Smith, a junior high school social studies teacher,
holds “living circles™ periodically to discuss rough spots
in interpersonal interactions occurring in the classroom

3



and school. Mary is concerned about several boys inter-
rupting girls’ intramural ball games, The girl involved
role-played the incident which was discussed by the
class. Several alternatives and their consequences were
discussed such as “telling the teacher on duty,” *talking
directly to the boys,” and “inviting the boys 10 join the
game.” The teacher made a minimum number of re-
sponses, withheld judgments, and tried to facilitate the
flow of discussions and solutions,

Mrs. Barkley holds impromptu circles as needs arise.
One discussion was devoted to bullying behaviors of a
student. Suggestions were presenied as to how students
could react to bullying behaviors and how those students
could gain special acceptance without being aggressive.

The amount of structure in the discussion is up to the
teacher’s personalities, comfort, experiences with this
approach and perhaps of the classes. The teacher can
encourage clartfication and statements of opinion about
the behavior and alternative actions. In “living circle”
discussions, students are free to bring up negative situa-
tions or inappropriate behaviors, Role-playing of situa-
tions and various alternatives aid clarification. If desired,
various programs and audiovisual aids are also availuble
which can give greater structure to the “living circle.”

Initially it is ditficult for teachers to sit by and allow
these incidents to be discussed without making judg-
mental responses but with experience it becomes casier.
Then oo, some teachers may feel that the “living circle”
miay call into question customary definitions of instructor
and student roles. Teachers’ fecling that role definition
may become a problem or that informality will spill
over inte the remainder of the class, can prepare the
students for the change. Teachers can state, “Living
circles are special times when we will do things a little
differently than we usually do. When it is over we will
return 1o regular school rules.”

Comprehensive programs concerning other “living
circle” ideas are available in practical format complete
with rationale. These include many packaged materials
with built in discussion stages for various aspects of the
social studies. Then too, NEA’s Today's Education can
be used. Stories should be chosen carefully to fit relevant
incidents in the social studies. Pictures may also be used
to stimulate discussion of relevant concerns. An increas-
ing number of filmstrips are also becoming available,
Printed stories appropriate to the various ages of stu-
dents can be purchased.

Multimedia kits are available and very flexible. These
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kits utilize filmstrips and recorded stories and large
pictures for a varicty of social and self awareness themes,
Many have materials such as puppets, large pictures,
tapes, stories, to create situations appropriate lo the
classroom,
Additional benefits of the “living circle” include:
* choosing without restrictions of authorization rules
e considering alternatives before making a choice
o carcfully examining consequences of cach
alternative
¢ being proud of your choice
® sharing your convictions with others
e acting according to your choice und not just having
good intentions
e acting respectively and incorparating behavior into
the student’s life patierns

References

Berstein, E. "Citizenship and the Social Studies.” School Review,
1971, 79, pp. 455-465.

Gazda, G. M. Group Counseling: Developmemal Approach,
Boston: Allyn and Bacon, Inc., 1971.

Glasser. W. The Effect of School Fuilure on the Life of a Child.
Washington, D.C.: National Association of Elementary School
Principles-NEA, 1971.

Henshel, A, “The Relationship Between Values and Behavior:
A Developmental Hypothesis,” Child Developmient, 1971, 42,
pp. 1997-2007.

Inlow, G. “Education and Values.” School and Sociery, 1972,
100, pp. 100-101.

Jervis, J. & Wideman, B. “Values i the Social Studies Curric-
ulum.” Social Studies, 1971, 62, pp. 328-329.

Kasper, J. & Lowensten, R. "The Effect of Social Interaction
on Activity Levels in Six-to-Eight Year Old Boys.,™ Child
Developniens, 1971, 42, pp. 1294-1298.

Knapp, C. “Environment: Children Explore Their School,
Their Community, Their Values.” Instrucior, 1972, 81, pp.
116-118.

Livingston, S, “Will a Stimulation Game Improve Student
Learning of Related Factual Matenals.” fnstruceor, 1971, 11,
pp. [9-20.

Manson. G., Marker, G., Ochoa, A., & Tucker, J. “Social Studics
Curriculum Guidelines.” Social Educarion, 1971, 35, pp.
B53-869.

McInnia, N, “What Can Social Studies Teachers Do to Help
Prepare Their Students for the Future.” Social Education,
1972, 36, pp. 242-246.

Thomas, J. “Concept Formation in Elementary School Social
Studies.” The Social Studies, 1972, 63, pp. 110-116,

Thonms D, Yawkey is an Assistant Professor of Early Childhood
Education at the University of Marviand at College Park.

Engene L. Aronin is « Child Development Specialist ar the
Hartford County School in Bel Air, Marviand, aid @ Consultant
1o the Marvland Stare Department of Education.



