Chapter 5

BUILD THE STUDENT’S CIRCLE 

For all of us, the support of other people is very important as we make important decisions and move ahead in our lives. When things go wrong, we need someone with whom we can talk. When we are confused we need help sorting issues out. The most common and effective way that people get jobs is through connections with people they know. 

Support from people in a personal network is important for students with special needs. While relationships often develop as a natural outgrowth of interactions in school, church, or community activities. Often, however, we need to help build the network of connections and circle around a student. Intentional efforts may be needed to link a student with others who may provide them support. Finally, bringing the personal network of an individual together in a formal meeting of a circle of support can harness the incredible power of collective effort on behalf of students with special needs. Our goals in this chapter are to explore intentional ways to build and utilize the power of students’ circles of support. Specifically, we will seek to: 

· Understand an ecological framework of student support and how circles are built from the outside in

· Learn how to create intentional personal supports for students

· Explore how to organize and facilitate a formal circle of support

Let’s first look at a couple of stories that illustrate many of the strategies and issues important in accessing the power of personal networks for support. 

A Story That Tells the Story

Sheila and Micah’s circle of friends

Sheila was having a person-centered planning meeting with her circle. Her special education teacher and the rehabilitation counselor were going to co-facilitate this meeting. However, they were concerned because Sheila had few people in her circle. Her mother and Sheila’s aunt were coming. So Sheila’s circle met. As it turns out, the key need they identified was to strengthen and expand her circle of support. They identified several strategies to connect Sheila with people in her neighborhood and community as described in Chapter 4. These people would be invited to be part of Sheila’s formal circle of support.

We met Micah at the beginning of Chapter 2. When Micah began to be included in general education classes in the 3rd grade, educators and his parents knew he would need assistance and support. They invited students in his class to be members of Micah’s circle of friends. Some ten children joined his circle. When Micah graduated from Berkeley High School in 1999, many of these students had been part of Micah’s circle since the 3rd grade!! They provided Micah help in learning to talk better, do his school work, design curriculum accommodations, and lots of other issues. In their last circle meeting they helped Micah plan for being part of the upcoming prom. Micah became long-time friends with some circle members and has kept in touch after high school.  

Reflection 5.1  Think about your own transition from school to adult life. What difficulties have you had along the way? How did you get help and assistance for working through these difficulties? What are the implications for helping students with special needs? 

An Ecological Picture of Student Support 

It’s helpful to have a conceptual framework for thinking about how levels of support impact on our lives. Urie Bronfenbrenner developed an ecological model of human development that posited that human beings live in a complex interaction between their inner selves and the external world and that this impact operates at different levels. Figure 2-1 illustrates an adaptation of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework. For our purposes, we can view this as a chart that helps us understand the varying levels of support available to people. The most inner level are those people who have the most intimate relationships with a person. These people most often include spouses, lovers, parents, or best friends. The next level are people who are considered friends of the individual, those who enjoy and value being with the person as a human being. The level titled ‘participation’ includes more casual contacts in the neighborhood and community. If you go, for example, to the same hair salon or barbershop, you have likely gotten to know the people who work there fairly well. You may not think of them as friends but they are also known people. They are also people who, if they find you have problems and a need, can often be called on for assistance. Finally, there are individuals who have roles in your life for which they are paid. These are particularly people who provide individualized professional services and include teachers, doctors, lawyers, and others. We could call this the exchange level. Beyond this, of course, are social spheres in which we exist – city, state, country, the world. 

Figure 5-1
Ecological Circle Chart 


Now a key question. How do you build support in the life of an individual (including yourself!)? Answer: build relationships from the outside in. You do this in your own life. If you want more intimate friends in your inner circle, for example, you start at the participation level by meeting people in classes, stores, and social activities. Over time you develop friends as you engage in local activities with others. A few of these people will become truly close friends.
As you work with high school students, you help them learn the same process and provide support for them in doing so. Have your student complete this chart, examining who they have in their lives at various levels. You may do this in class. Students might share and talk about their charts with each other, talking about ways to build their circle. You could students in calling together a meeting of the circle. Part of the planning of the circle might be to help the student think about how the circle can be strengthened. 


Having students analyze their own circle of support can be very revealing for both the student and those who care about them. For students with special needs, you often find that are many paid professionals and helpers in the life of the person combined with a small number of family and friends in the inner circle. However, the middle circles of friendship and engagement in the community are often very sparse. The implications are obvious. More connections are needed in the neighborhood which, over time, may turn into friendships, building from the outside in. 

So what does all this do for the individual? Maslow’s states that people have a hierarchy of needs that build on one another. (See Figure 5-2).  At the base, he believed, are safety and security. Upon this foundation, a sense of belonging provides the base with which one can learn and build skills and competence, eventually achieving “self-actualization.” According to Kunc, service providers often reverse this order for individuals with special needs. Rather than affirming belonging as a right for all, they have had to “earn” their right to belong. Unfortunately, this too often does not occur. However, neighborhood connections and circles can help create a sense of belonging which will provide a foundation for skill development and learning. Further, a sense of belonging and supportive networks of relationships impacts in many positive ways. Health care costs are reduced, people are more productive on their jobs; crime, alcoholism, and drug use are lower; and self-esteem is higher. On the other hand, when people feel isolated and excluded they are at risk for all these problems.

Figure 5-2

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Reflection 5-2 Make a copy of the circle chart in Figure 3-1. Write the names of people in your own life who are at these different levels. Note: you might want to divide the chart into various life areas – eg. school, church, etc. 

Reflection 5-3 Now think of someone you know well, at best a student in high school. To the best of your knowledge, complete this chart for them. At best, go talk to the person and complete the chart together. With at least two other people, brainstorm some ways that you could begin building the student’s circle. 
Personal Networks of Relationships
That people need one another is an obvious truth. The truth also is that relationships and friendships are somewhat mysterious. For friendships to develop, the basic prerequisite is that people have contact with one another and spend time with one another. This is why students with special needs being included in general education and community activities is so important. Think about it. When students are sent to special education schools, students come from long distances spread over a large geographical area. This makes it very difficult for students to get together after school. At the same time these students are being cut off from the very people who have the potential for supporting them in being a part of community life. The students in their local high school are the future employers, teachers, rabbis, and recreation workers in local communities. If they do not have the opportunity to understand and develop relationships with students with special needs in school, it’s not realistic to expect that this will magically happen when all become adults.

Even when students with special needs are included in general education classes, however, intentional efforts may be needed to assure that they make connections with others and have personal support. Similarly, intentional efforts may be needed to make neighborhood connections as we discussed in Chapter 4. Experience shows that, at first, others may be uncomfortable with students with special needs which may inhibit development of relationships and interpersonal interactions. However, as they have experiences that allow them to see your students as people, relationships and support develop. Thus, intentional strategies are important to provide the foundation for support and relationships. A range of related strategies have been used to provide intentional support. Two general strategies are useful: (1) intentionally linking students one on one with other people; and (2) gathering a student’s personal network in a formal gathering of a circle of support. Let’s first discuss intentional personal supports. 

Intentional Personal Supports

Intentional personal supports involve planned strategies for bringing students with special needs into contact with other students in the school or people in the community. These are listed in Figure 5-3. As you will see, this can be structured around a variety of purposes that include helping with school-work, mentorship, personal advocacy, friendship, accessing community activities and more. All these variations on intentional personal supports require several components to be successful. 

Figure 5-3

Types of Intentional Personal Supports

First, you need to recruit participants who will connect with students with special needs. Work to recruit students and adults who have high status in the school and community (McKnight). Association with these people can help change the stigma too often associated with your students as they have connection with people with high status. Don’t be afraid to approach people of high status. Oftentimes people are very open to making a positive, very personal contribution. You’ll read a few examples where this occurred below. You can contact people cold or put out an announcement requesting volunteers. In addition, often such individuals will emerge naturally as students are engaged in connecting with neighborhood resources as we discussed in Chapter 4. 

Second, you’ll need to figure some way to match and connect students with these volunteer participants. It’s helpful to pay attention to potential common interests that people have with your students. 

Third, you’ll want to consider whether to provide some orientation or training to people. Most often this is not needed and can even hinder efforts to form a relationship. However, if students or adults are providing support for school assignments and work, you may want to provide some training in most effective ways to be of assistance.

Fourth, consider the idea of getting people together to process and reflect on their experiences. This could be an enjoyable time with refreshments and could involve both students with special needs and the people who are connecting with them. It’s another way to build a sense of community, celebration of positive impacts, and deepening learning on the part of all involved. 
Student peer support

Typical students can provide support to other students, including (but not necessarily limited to) students with special needs. This could occur a variety of ways. The most informal would be to have a student in a class agree to be a peer buddy with another student. Peer buddies agree to work together on class projects, look out for one another, and help each other as needed. Note that the best way to structure peer buddies is for this to be a reciprocal relationship. In other words, the intent is not for the ‘typical’ student to help the student with a special need only, a one-way relationship. Rather, the purpose is that students help one another. This gives the student with special needs a responsibility as well as a personal support, always a good idea. 
Some schools structure student peer tutoring programs where students provide assistance to other students in academic subjects. Typically, this occurs during time immediately after school. However, some schools structure peer tutoring as part of the school day. Some middle and high schools structure seminar periods where students can gather and work on learning projects, meet with teachers, and get assistance. Peer tutoring can be structured as part of such a seminar. 

Links is one term for a structured effort in which typical students obtain academic credit for assisting a student in one class. Students go to class with a student with special need, sit next to them, and provide them assistance in understanding directions and completing assignments. Students will receive training, supervision, and support by teachers. Once per semester the links partners will meet as a group to reflect on their experiences. Sometimes the students with special needs will be part of these discussions. In addition, teachers are available to links partners to provide assistance as needed.

Intentional social connections and friendships 

Sometimes students need support and assistance negotiating the school and, particularly, being involved in social events. On occasion, student volunteers connect with students with special needs to be with them at dances and other social events. In some cases, these student supporters are paid. For example, when Micah, a student with a cognitive disability, began attending classes at Oakland University, the local mental health agency provided some funds to help support Micah being a part of the University community. Sandra, another student at the university, was paid to help Micah get to social events and navigate himself in the university environment. 

In Texas, the Developmental Disabilities Council has funded a series of efforts promote friendships between people with disabilities and members of the community. A paid facilitator facilitated this effort by: 

· Identifying people in the community who were willing to meet, spend time with, and provide support to a person with a disability

· Locating people with disabilities who were interested in making such connections

· Facilitating introductions and assisting partners in planning to get started

· And provided support and assistance if needed and requested as the relationships developed.  

David, a typical member of the community of Midland, Texas, befriended a young adult named John who had a cognitive disability. John had only attended segregated schools and programs all his life. He had recently been able to move into his own home. John joined David and his family in many events--basketball games, Mexican food meals at their house, hot dogs at John’s house.  David remarked that “John reminds me to stop and smell the roses. I get so caught up in the daily rush. Then John calls and I remember: it’s the little things, like friendship that make life worth it.”

Project Friendship illustrates another related strategy for building connections for people with special needs in Prince George, British Columbia (Canada. Professionals in that community were concerned that youth and adults with disabilities be able to be a true part of their community. Working with John McKnight as a consultant, they met as a team and made a list of the 20 best connected, well-known people inn their community. They ranked these individuals in order of their perceived prestige. They approached these people talking about the sense of welcome and hospitality that needed to exist in their community expressing that there were some people who were isolated and alone. Several became interested. One person was a well known radio announcer. He got six of his friends and colleagues to get together. Each of them became connected with one person with a significant special needs going to ball games and other social events. The impact on the students with special needs was amazing. They suddenly were perceived as friends of very important people and their status rose as a result. The group went further to facilitate the raising of money to support such outreach and connecting efforts that they called Project Friendship. 

Mentors

Community members can also volunteer to serve as mentors for individuals with special needs. Mentoring most often involves providing guidance and support towards a specific goal or endeavor. Goals might be related to jobs and careers. For example, Jamie was interested in working in a bank. Shawn, a local bank manager, agreed mentor Jamie related to banking jobs and career opportunities. Jamie shadowed employees on their jobs to observe what they did. Shawn gave her advice on training she should get, showed her around the bank, and offered for her to work part-time at the bank in the summer. However, mentoring can relate to any interest or goal a student has. Perhaps students would like to learn to play golf or how to play the guitar. Mentors can help both teach students as well as give them advice on how to achieve their goal. 

Adults with special needs can serve as mentors to students with special needs. They can  provide valuable information, role models, and emotional support. Students with special needs may relate well to adults who have related challenges in their lives. Local Centers for Independent Living and advocacy organizations are good places to inquire about adults who might be willing to mentor students with special needs. 

Citizen advocate

A community advocate is a person who makes a commitment to a relationship and supporting the person with special needs in whatever is needed. Such commitments frequently result in friendships and ongoing relationships. However, community advocates may find themselves providing support and assistance in individual problems and struggles. A.J. Hildebrand in a book by David Schwartz called Crossing the river: creating a conceptual revolution in community and disability described community advocacy as a . . . 

community effort, through which ordinary, competent citizens represent the interests and promote the well-being of other citizens who are vulnerable and at risk of social isolation. Citizen advocates strive to understand and act on another person’s interests . . . (p. 37).

Michael was a young adult when he began to live in a group home and later moved to a semi-independent living apartment where he lived with his new wife, Harriet.  Michael had run into numerous financial problems dealing with poor handling of a small inheritance and problems with SSI payments. Hildebrand, Coordinator of the Community Advocacy program, approached Dennis Hargrove, a managing partner with the largest accounting firm in Beaver County, Pennsylvania. Dennis agreed to be a community advocate for Michael. He became deeply involved in sorting out his fiscal dilemmas and went to meetings with creditors of Michael’s behalf. He said, “I have been at a lot of difficult meetings. . . where real mismanagement has been discovered by audits. . . but this meeting was as tense as any meeting I’ve ever been in. I have seen immorality in business, but this sort of immorality boggles the mind.”  Dennis continued provided support and assistance in other areas to Michael and Harriet.

Neighborhood connector
Logan Square, a neighborhood area in Chicago provides another example that illustrates possibilities. In this situation, staff at a local university were interested in helping to sponsor an initiative that would pull people who were marginalized in a community into its center. They found, in Logan Square, a community center that functioned as an association of groups in the area. They discovered that people with disabilities living in group homes were not involved in any of this organizations groups. They approached the Director and suggested that there were people in the community who were ignored and marginalized. This spoke to the goals of that organization to strengthen the community. They drew together a Task Force and decided to hire someone to function as a community guide to connect people. They hired Rosita de la Rosa who was Puerto Rican and the first person in her family to graduate with a high school degree. She had previous experience managing low-income housing in the area and knew a lot of people. People in the area loved her. Rosita came back to the group and they decided to start working with three people. They began to imagine the possibilities of introducing these individuals to people in the community. 

Eddy was the first person with whom she worked. He was a very joyful person. They met. Rosita thought about the place where he was most needed was the least joyful place in the community -- the local hospital. She took him to the hospital administration and introduced him exploring a place where Eddy’s joyfulness could be used. Rosita spent time with him looking for places where his gift might best be given. Eddy became involved in delivering the mail in the hospital. He would walk up and down the halls giving people mail and sharing his joyful spirit. The administrator said one day that “Eddy is the only person in the hospital about whom he gets called when he is not there. He is very missed.” 

Support groups


Support groups can be very helpful. They provide an opportunity for people to dome together who feel they have issues, challenges or interests in common. The purpose of support groups are to a) provide in mutual support, b) develop skills related to organization and self-expression, c) share information, and d) coordinate their efforts at addressing the issues in their lives. Support for groups will include recruitment and orientation, ongoing assistance and support through consultation, provision of information, assistance in dealing with particular issues, and planning and skill-building retreats. Students with special needs may be interested in meeting with other young people with whom they have something in common to talk about how they are solving problems or to just do something fun together. 

Should people providing support be paid? 

There are a few issues you’ll need to consider in establishing intentional personal supports. One has to do with whether or not people are paid for their time or given some other tangible payment like academic course credit. From one perspective, you might hope that other students or adults would be willing to reach out and make connections with students with special needs. That’s a perspective that makes sense and one that you want to work towards. On the other hand, you need incentives that will begin initial contacts between students with special needs and others. Providing such incentives seems most clear when students are giving up a school period to provide support to a student with special needs in their classes (the links strategy that we discussed above). It does feel a bit uncomfortable when youth or adults are paid to take someone on a social event. Those who have been involved in such efforts, while acknowledging this tension, have supported this intentional effort pointing out that students become engaged and connected with others who are not paid in ways that would not have happened. Key is to minimize the degree to which such paid roles are utilized.

Reflection 5-4 What types of intentional personal supports are available for students with special needs in your school and community? How might you create new and expanded strategies to facilitate support and connections? Consider meeting with other educators, community members, and adult human service agency personnel and consider how you might expand intentional personal supports for students with special needs.  
Circles of Support
Many of us have people who help us with various aspects of our lives, but seldom do we get everyone together and ask for their help as a group. When we do, however, the results for everyone can be very exciting and powerful. Circles of support are very powerful tools for students to obtain help and assistance for pursuing their life dreams. 

The idea of “circles of friends” (or circles of support) was formally started out of the experience of Judith Snow in Toronto. She is a person with a severe disability who was an active disability advocate. However, as a young adult in her early 20’s, the only place she could live where she could get the supports she needed, at the time, was a nursing home.  However, she was getting such bad care that her health became worse and she was literally in danger of dying. A couple of friends realized this and brought together a whole group who tirelessly helped Judith to get out of the nursing home and into her own apartment, to obtain money from the government to help pay for her care, and, most important of all, to support Judith in taking control of her life. They formed a close group that has continued to meet, what Judith called the “Joshua Committee”, referring to Joshua in the Bible who led people to surround a city marching with music until the “walls came tumbling down.”  Since that time, as they have shared this strategy with others, many people all over the world have formed circles. In Connecticut, several hundred people have ongoing circles and they have written down some of what they are learning. In Midland, Michigan, around 100 people have circles involving an estimated 5% of the community in circles.

Circles are designed to help students know what they want for their lives and move in that direction, to work to solve problems that get in the way.  People usually start a circle when they have a crisis, a major problem with which they need help, or because the person wants help in achieving dreams and goals. A circle can be used by anyone, not just students with special needs. 

Who is in a circle? 
The key participants in a circle are typical people in the life of a student who have agreed to come together to provide support and assistance. Paid service providers – teachers, case managers, rehabilitation counselors, and others may also be part of the circle of support for a student. However, professionals must take care to take a back seat and insure that they do not dominate meetings. 

At least three types of circles are possible. A peer and school-based will be composed of other students in the school. Meetings of such circles are typically held at school during the school day even though students will often get together to engage in parties and recreational activities out of school as the circle develops. A full circle that is community-based will involve both student peers, family members (parents, siblings, grandparents), and members of the community who know the student. Family-centered are circles whose purpose is to support the entire family unit, particularly the parents, rather than students alone. If the family is under a great deal of stress, having a circle for the parents and the student separately might be important. 

How to start a circle

Students should invite anyone that they feel is important in their lives. If the goal of the circle is primarily to support the student in school, other students should be invited to be a part of the meeting. On the other hand, if the goal of the circle is to make plans and provide support for moving into the community as an adult, a circle that is composed of both other high school students, family, and community members makes sense. While it’s possible for teachers and other professionals to be part of a school-based circle of support, most of the time this is not done. Rather the goal is to empower the circle as a student-based group. For community-based circles, however, the involvement of professionals is often very useful. 

You need to identify someone who will help facilitate the formation and operation of the circle. If that person is you, decide what type of circle you’ll put together. Then help the student get started. Ask the student, “Do you know who you would like to be in the group? Do you need some help from me in naming some students?” Most often, your student will know who they would like to invite. If not, however, you might talk with some students who you think would be supportive. You can also talk with colleagues – teachers, counselors, etc. – who may have good suggestions. 

Then ask, “Do you want to ask people to be involved or do you want me to help you?” Again, most often, your student will want to invite people themselves. Some students, however, will want assistance asking people. You can go to potential circle members and explain that you are helping form a circle of support for your student and that your student would like to invite them to participate. Answer any questions that they may have. You do need to be clear, however, that they are committing to provide assistance to the student. 

You need a reasonable number of people in the group. A range of 8-12 tends to be a good number. You need enough people to be able to share the load. Experience has shown that people often value being involved in a circle if they can provide specific help and share the load with others. O’Brien has described circles as a new social form where the participants experience a sense of belonging and community themselves while they are assisting your student. 

For school-based circles that focus on supporting the student in general education participants typically will include: 

· The student as ‘focus person’

· A facilitator (someone to help run the meeting)

· Other students in the student’s grade

· Students in other grades, particularly older students who may effectively function as mentors. 

· Students who function in school as peer supporters (we’ll discuss this below)

For community-based circles that focus on movement from school to adult life the participants may include: 

· The student as ‘focus person’

· A facilitator (someone to help run the meeting)

· Friends and classmates 

· Family (parents, siblings, extended family)

· Neighbors

· Co-workers

· Mentors

· Teachers, rehabilitation counselors and service providers

· Ministers, community leaders, and others

Once people have been personally invited and have agreed to participate, decide on a location to meet and plan the agenda for the first meeting. You’ll want to have some sort of refreshments for people as well. Sometimes the student may want to create an invitation, rather like to a party. If so, provide assistance to the student in designing, writing, and distributing the invitation. 
How circles operate

A circle meets when and where the student and group feel most comfortable. In schools, circles often meet in conference rooms, the school library, or even a classroom. The more comfortable the better. For community-based circles, it is good to have it in a place that is less formal and more connected to our home or community. However, it has to be big enough for everyone.  Following are some of the many locations in which circles have met: homes (the living room, back yard, patio), churches, community and recreation centers, local restaurants,  and the community library. 

Circles meet at a time that is most convenient for the members. School-based circles meet during school time, most typically during lunch time or right after school.  Community-based circles most often meet late in the afternoon or in the early evening or on the weekend. It is very important to schedule the circle at a time when people can actually come. This may cause a problem for teachers or human service workers who typically work only in the day hours during the week. 

It’s important to have someone identified as the facilitator of the circle, someone who will help get the discussion started, help people stay focused, and help all members of the group contribute. Some individuals have taken special training through a workshop or course in facilitating circles. Others are just very good natural helpers and facilitators of discussion. The key is to have someone who cares about the student and who knows how to supportively help a group work through issues and develop an action plan to deal with issues. Facilitators can be family or friends who volunteer their time. They may also work for schools or human service agencies who pay them to do this type of work.

During the first circle meeting the student will discuss his life and develop a plan with the group - a person-centered plan (see Chapter 7). For the person-centered plan you also need a graphics recorder who will record the dialogue of the group on chart paper. This plan will help guide the group in supporting the focus person. 

You’ll want to have periodic follow-along meetings to update on process, revise the plan, and celebrate. When the group gathers for a follow-up meeting, the facilitator will help the group review commitments and plans from the last meeting. What is the progress? What got done? What problems occurred? What breakthroughs? What new issues have surfaced? The group may brainstorm ways to deal with new issues or develop better plans for action. As we conclude the meeting we will again set the time and place for the next meeting. 

Circles are not just about work. They are about celebrating success and enjoying one another. A circle may decide to have a picnic at a park, have an anniversary celebration of the formation of the group, or have a pool party. Doing something fun and celebrating helps people enjoy being together while helping the student. 

Why do people get involved in circles?

Why do people help? Experiences in circles has found that people will help if they see some way their skills or connections could help and they are not alone. The work is part of a group effort. Most people really enjoy being part of a circle. They make new friends. The circle becomes part of their own circle. Circles give people an opportunity to make a difference in someone’s life and this makes them feel good. 

What circles do

Circles can simply help students accomplish some things not possible otherwise. When people get together, they come up with ideas and ways to help which students can’t do by themselves. School-based circles have helped students in these (and other) ways: 

· Meeting new people (asking girls to dance at the school dance)

· Improving communication and social skills

· Tutoring related to school work

· Strategies for adapting a lesson

Community-based circles have helped students in ways that include the following: 

· Find a job

· Locate an apartment

· Secure a loan

· Obtain a refrigerator, washing machine, and other needed household items

· Locate a college and obtain financial aid

· Meet people with similar interests in the neighborhood

· Attended a ball game

· Met new people who became friends

Common challenges and how to deal with them

Having a good circle requires effort. Sometimes disagreements may occur. Sometimes people get busy and getting to meetings is difficult. Sometimes the group may get discouraged because problems don’t get solved easily or quickly. So, it may take work to keep the circle going. But most people think it is well worth the effort. According to Mount, Beeman, & Ducharme (1988) and O’Brien (1997) are most likely to be successful when the following conditions prevail

· They center around the dreams of the focus person 

· The focus person wants help and a life change 

· A facilitator supports the functioning of the group.

· People in circles work to respect one another 

· Circles share the work load 

· The circle is big enough but not too big 

· Human service workers and teachers participate as equal members rather than dominating 

Reflection 5.5 Attend a circle meeting. Make notes about what happened there – dialogue, dynamics, relationships, decisions. What did you learn? 

Reflection 5.6 How could you incorporate helping to organize and facilitate circles of support for some of your students? What other school or agency staff might you involve? 
A Story That Tells the Story

Tim’s Circle of Support in Midland, Michigan

In Midland, Michigan, Tim has a circle that has met for more than ten years! They have gotten a lot done. Rather than working in a sheltered workshop and living in a group home, Tim works in the community and lives in his own house with a roommate of his own choice. Tim and his circle get together about every month or so. Last year the circle decided to have a pool party at the local Holiday Inn to celebrate Tim’s birthday and how much has happened in his life.

Tim’s circle and his efforts to live in regular places in the community was a first for the community of Midland. However, rather than having this effort only for him, the community and service providers realized that this was a new way of proving services with better outcomes in the community. Since Tim began to live in his own home, circles and in-community support services have been structured for well over 100 people. By one estimate, some 5% of the population of the small town of Midland has been involved with circles of support for individuals with disabilities in their community. 

On the Road:

Towards Building the Circle

We live in a society where being ‘independent’ and self-sufficient is highly valued. However, none of us is totally independent. It is not possible. We all need one another. Human beings are built with strong internal needs for connections and relationships with other people. In many ways the ideas in this chapter challenge this ideology of independence replacing it with a philosophy of interdependence, community, support, and care. However, these efforts are not intended to create dependence and total reliance on others. In fact, if supporters begin to take over decision-making for the life of the person and creating over-dependence based on their own needs for power, you have a problem. When making connections and support works well, you find that people are more empowered, more able to move ahead in the direction they set for themselves, more clear about their directions, more confident, more able and willing to take risks.  This occurs because they know they have network of personal supports that helps them seek their own direction and will be there if they run into problems. You’ll also find that, not only do these efforts help students with special needs, the people who are providing the support will value the experience enormously. They too will feel a sense of community and will feel valued. As supports for students are used extensively in a local community, you’ll also find that positive impacts on the school and community as a whole occur in unexpected ways. 
Reflection 5.7 Consider your own life. Review your personal network. Have you ever experienced intentional personal supports or a circle of support to provide you assistance? Would you like to? How does thinking of receiving such help make you feel? Why? 

Reflection 5.8 Think about your school and community. Who are the people who are at the margins of your school and community? How might intentional personal supports and circles of support help these people? What might be the impact on the school and community? 
Figure 3-1

Ecological Circle Chart
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Figure 3-2

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs


Figure 5-3

Types of Intentional Personal Supports
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