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Guidelines for Talking Circles 
&
Talking Piece Guidelines 

Introduction: In today’s fast paced society, we have learned styles of conversation and dialogue that are more about the principles of debate and adversarial interactions.   
For centuries various Indigenous Peoples from around the world have used a process based on the values of equality and hearing from all voices. This process was best held in a circle setting to mimic what was noted about the natural surroundings in that all things are connected, cycles and the constant never ending movement in the world around us.   

These circle settings in modern day are often called, sharing, talking, or healing circles. Even though they have a long history of use from many different Peoples across the globe and often have cultural nuances and distinctions, they are a highly practical process to hear everyone’s thoughts and when facilitated well, ensure fair decision making and equality.   

There is much more that could be said about sharing circles but here are some basic guidelines for conducting the process.   

To ensure the discussion is moderated appropriately, a respected facilitator who is able to assure that all voices are heard and the following guidelines are clear and followed should be chosen.   

Moderator/facilitator serves as a “guide”. (A facilitator may choose to share their thoughts too given the circumstances of the group BUT they must be sure that the needs of the group are put before their own needs. If a facilitator is not sure if it is appropriate for them to also answer the questions then it is better to remain neutral, for the good of the group. There are types of circle where it is entirely inappropriate for the facilitator to share their own thoughts, for example, conflict mediation circles.)   

Guidelines:   
· Weigh our words before speaking (speak respectfully).   
· Listen to each other attentively and respectfully.  
· Speak from the heart and from your experiences.   
· Focus on the topic/question at hand. (Resist the urge to react to what you hear from other responses. Resist the urge to fix fellow participants with your comments.)   
· Respect one another’s time and space. (Facilitator should give a rough estimate of time available for each participant based on session time frame and number of participants)   
· Respect each other's stories by not sharing them beyond the circle. (Facilitator can explain that sometimes people will share deep personal stories, and it is important to keep the confidence of fellow participants. If someone’s story stimulates something in you that warrants further discussion, first look within yourself to ask why you are having this reaction. If there is still a need, go to the person who told the story to explore if it is appropriate to further discuss.   
· Be considerate of those who are unable to join us.   
· Ask for additions.   
 
 
 
Talking Piece Guidelines 

The talking piece serves a very practical purpose in that whoever is holding it is the sole speaker. The piece is passed from person to person in a circle. Typically, the facilitator chooses a piece to use that he or she thinks would allow the group to build trust, show respect and go deep into our stories together. In some Indigenous cultures there are appropriate items to be used, usually something from nature or from a cultural teaching. In settings where there is not this significance choose items that would be not offensive or distracting to participants but helpful to those that might need to settle nervousness.   
Facilitator chooses appropriately* the direction of the circle.  
 
· One holding the piece is the only speaker (many listeners) at a time.   
· When the speaker is finished, he or she passes the talking piece to the next person.  
· The next person can then share his or her thoughts.   
· A person can also pass, can hold the piece without speaking, and/or can reinforce what has already been said. At this point it is good to say that even though you can pass, if you pass due to nervousness, we ask that you be courageous and take a risk. Also it is good to point out that probably just about every single person in the group is also nervous.   
· Facilitator can maintain the right to step in and speak without the talking piece if the need arises to clarify the question, guidelines need to be reinforced, or some other circumstance arises regarding the safety and comfort of the group.   

*The direction of the circle (clockwise or counterclockwise) is tribal specific. If you know the history of the people in the land you are in (or can ask an Indigenous person from that region), follow the direction from their tradition. If not, you can choose which direction to go but continue to follow the circle format for discussion as opposed to an open discussion.   

*Used with permission from Indigenous Issues Forum.  
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