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Everyone Leaves With a Lift:
Cultivating a Culture of Community and
Inquiry During the Circle Discussion

Lisa Pinkerton, The Ohio State University
Braedan Schantz, Wittenberg University

Early in the design of her intervention, Marie Clay
designated “demonstration and discussion sessions” as
“critical parts” of Reading Recovery® training (1982, p.
196). These components are embedded across all levels
of training and professional learning, including train-
ers, teacher leaders, and teachers. “Reading Recovery
maximizes the intellectual potential of professionals.
Authentic teaching sessions promote rich interac-

tions among the learning community of teachers,
teacher leaders, and university trainers” (Simpson &
Montgomery, 2007, p. 36). The commitment to ongoing
professional learning distinguishes Reading Recovery
from other interventions. Indeed, Reading Recovery
embodies all seven characteristics of effective profes-
sional development, as identified by Darling-Hammond
et al., (2017). This foundational emphasis on collab-
orative professional learning continues to serve as a
cornerstone of Reading Recovery, fostering a dynamic
exchange of ideas that enriches teaching practices and
student outcomes.

A typical behind-the-glass (BTG) training session con-
sists of three primary components. First, the prelesson
discussion introduces the child being taught BTG. Key
data are shared such as the number of lessons complet-
ed, the child’s initial and current text reading levels, and
their strengths in strategic activity such as monitoring,
searching, cross-checking, and self-correcting. Second,
the child and teacher engage in a Reading Recovery
lesson on one side of the glass, while the other Reading
Recovery teachers observe and discuss from the opposite
side, guided by the teacher leader. Finally, the teachers
and teacher leader convene in a circle to reflect on and
discuss the observations from behind the glass, connect-
ing teaching to literacy processing theory, which is “a
theory of assembling a complex network of perceptual
and cognitive working systems for reading or writing
continuous texts (Doyle, 2013, p. 648). Modeled after the
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reflective circles that New Zealand teachers participated
in during school breaks, the circle discussion, which
remains a hallmark of Reading Recovery professional
learning, is the focus of this article.

In 2018, The Ohio State University (OSU) trainers
noticed recurring patterns in the circle discussions
they observed in the field. A significant portion of the
discussions focused on the teachers who taught BTG.
The conversations were often evaluative in nature and
centered around asking questions of the demonstration

We invite you to approach this article
with curiosity and flexibility, adopting

a tentative stance as you reflect on your
current understanding and how the ideas
shared might inspire shifts in practice
and elevate your work to new levels.

teachers and providing feedback—sometimes in the
form of praise and sometimes in the form of problem
solving the teaching—as if the goal was to “fix” the
lessons. The BTG teachers were usually silent during
the circle, except when explaining or defending their
decisions. Many took notes on the feedback instead of
engaging in the discussion. This dynamic reinforced
the perception that the circle was primarily a space for
coaching the demonstration teachers. Some teachers
expressed significant anxiety about going BTG, compar-
ing the experience to preparing for a performance. A
few others displayed visible emotional distress during
the circle, including tears, silence, and withdrawal. The
trainers also observed that much of the conversation
centered on items or procedures, rather than on the
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Prior to convening in a circle, the Reading Recovery teachers are introduced to the child being taught and key data are shared.

The child and teacher then engage in a Reading Recovery lesson on one side of the glass, while the other Reading Recovery

teachers observe and engage in conversation from the opposite side, guided by the teacher leader.

core principles of literacy processing theory: Reading is
a complex, problem-solving process; children construct
their own understandings of the reading process;
children come to literacy with varying knowledge;
reading and writing are reciprocal and interrelated
processes; learning to read involves a process of reading
and writing continuous text; learning to read involves a
continuous process of changes over time; and children
take different paths to literacy learning (Schmitt et al.,
2005). In addition, the teacher leaders spent a consider-
able amount of the circle discussions directing the
conversations toward predetermined agenda topics, even
when those topics were not directly reflected in the BTG
lessons. As a result, the discussions often felt discon-
nected from the children’s strategic processing and
problem solving observed in the BTG lessons.

These observations prompted the OSU trainers to
engage in extensive discussions about how to support
teacher leaders in shifting the focus of circle discus-
sions — from fixing to thinking, from procedures to
processing, and from performance to problem solving.
Recognizing an opportunity for change, the trainer
team made the circle discussion the topic of their next

ongoing professional learning. This was Lisa’s first
opportunity to design ongoing professional learning for
OSU teacher leaders. The rich and generative experience
piqued the teacher leaders’ interest, inspiring many to
explore the culture of the circle at their sites. Lisa later
shared a portion of this ongoing professional learning
at the 2019 Teacher Leader Institute and copresented

a follow-up session with Leslie McBane at the 2022
Teacher Leader Institute. This article combines insights
from that ongoing professional learning, the two
Teacher Leader Institutes, and teacher leader colleagues
who have embraced this work.

The Circle Discussion: Guiding Questions

for Exploration

In her article in The Journal of Reading Recovery reflect-
ing on what Marie Clay taught us through her writing
and her life, Susan O’Leary (2013) urged readers to “Be
curious. Be open to new knowledge. Enquire. Observe
and reflect on your learning” (p. 36). We extend the
same invitation here. We hope that this article will
provide an opportunity to affirm familiar ideas while
considering new perspectives. Embracing Clay’s (2001)
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“state of perpetual enquiry” (p. 3), we aim to embark
on a collective inquiry into the circle discussion — an
essential component of Reading Recovery professional
learning. We invite you to approach this article with
curiosity and flexibility, adopting a tentative stance as
you reflect on your current understanding and how the
ideas shared might inspire shifts in practice and elevate
your work to new levels. As we begin, we encourage
you to pause and reflect on your own experiences and
perceptions of the circle discussion. You may find it
helpful to jot down brief responses to the following
questions and, at the end of the article, compare your
initial thoughts with the insights gained through your
reading and inquiry experience.

o What are the purposes of the circle discussion?
o Why do we sit in a circle for the discussion?

o What are the roles of the various members of the
circle?

o How might we shift the focus to the principles of
literacy processing theory?

o What are some indicators of an effective circle
discussion?

« What are some challenges associated with the
circle discussion?

What are the purposes of the circle discussion?
The circle discussion is central to the Reading Recovery
community, offering one of the most powerful learning
opportunities for professionals in the field. It creates

a space for collaborative learning within communi-

ties of practice, a key component of effective profes-
sional learning (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). This
space allows teachers to explore the complexities of
literacy processing theory in socially constructive

ways (Vygotsky, 1978), with participants using the
demonstration lessons as a springboard to deepen their
understanding of Clay’s theoretical principles. At the
heart of this process, the circle serves as a dynamic,
dialogic space (Alexander, 2008) where teachers come
together to inquire into what they just observed and
discussed during the demonstration lessons and attempt
to align their practice with literacy processing theory.

This collaborative inquiry can be likened to the
instructional practice of interactive read-aloud, where
the book serves as the raw material for a conversation
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that deepens and extends the group’s understanding

of the story as participants share ideas, exchange
insights, and construct meaning together. Similarly, the
demonstration lessons, along with the observations and
discussion shared on the other side of the glass, func-
tion as the raw material for the subsequent conversation
that deepens and extends the group’s understanding

of literacy processing theory. Thus, the circle provides

a space for the group to collaboratively make sense of
their shared experience.

Pinnell (1994) describes the purpose of the circle: “After
the lesson there is time for reflection; the teachers work
as a group to get back to critical moments in the two
lessons observed. They reconstruct examples for each
other and relate them to theoretical concepts they are
building” (p. 12, italics in original). By framing the BTG
lessons as a catalyst for joint inquiry, the circle discus-
sion invites us to explore the central question: “What
can we learn about Dr. Clay’s literacy processing theory
that will elevate the teaching and learning of everyone
in the group?” Linking theory to practice expands
teachers’ knowledge of literacy processing and provides
valuable opportunities for shared reflection and collec-
tive meaning making.

This generative framework extends beyond the specific
lessons observed during BTG. Focusing solely on these
demonstration lessons confines the learning to the
circle, limiting its potential impact. However, when

the discussion is elevated to theoretical principles, the
learning expands beyond the circle, prompting every
teacher to consider implications for their own practice.
The focus shifts from offering direct feedback to the
BTG teachers—which often takes the form of “fixing”
the teaching of a particular child at a particular moment
in time—to the broader goal of lifting the learning of
all participants. As a result, the professional growth

of every teacher in the circle is strengthened, not just
that of the BTG teachers. By anchoring the conversa-
tion in theoretical explorations of what was observed
and discussed during BTG, teachers strengthen their
knowledge of literacy processing theory and enhance
their ability to apply these principles in diverse
teaching contexts.

Why do we sit in a circle for the discussion?
The ritual of gathering in a circle after demonstration
lessons embodies culturally sustaining pedagogy (Paris



& Alim, 2017), offering a platform for diverse voices to
generate and refine new understandings. The physical
arrangement of participants during a discussion directly
shapes the quality of the conversation. Sitting in a circle
allows everyone to see one another without leaning
forward or backward, fostering a sense of equality

and connection. According to Rodgers (2000), a circle
eliminates the “head of the table,” ensuring that no
single position holds more power than another (p. 7).
By distributing power equitably, the circle creates space
for all voices to be heard and valued. Much like Reading
Recovery teachers sit side-by-side with a child during a
lesson, participants in a circle discussion sit side-by-side
as colearners. Everyone has someone next to them on
their shared journey of learning. Thus, this structure
supports the principles of collaborative inquiry and the
social construction of knowledge (Pinnell, 1994).

The circle is more than a practical arrangement; it is

a timeless symbol woven into human history. For
millennia, people have gathered in circles around fires,
sharing stories and songs in the safety of heat and light.
More commonly known as Black Elk, Hehdka Sapa

of the Oglala Lakota people described the profound
significance of the circle, as translated by his son, Ben
Black Elk:

You have noticed that everything an Indian does

is in a circle, and that is because the Power of the
World always works in circles, and everything tries
to be round... Everything the Power of the World
does is done in a circle. The sky is round, and I
have heard that the earth is round like a ball, and
so are all the stars. The wind, in its greatest power,
whirls. Birds make their nest in circles, for theirs

is the same religion as ours. The sun comes forth
and goes down again in a circle. The moon does the
same, and both are round. Even the seasons form

a great circle in their changing, and always come
back again to where they were. The life of a man is
a circle from childhood to childhood, and so it is in
everything where power moves. (Neihardt, 2014,

p- 121)

This ancient symbol of the circle appears across cultures
and time, integral to mythologies, traditions, and
practices. Its enduring relevance is reflected in modern
approaches such as restorative circles, frequently used
in schools to foster connection and dialogue (Boyes-

Implementation | ||

Watson & Pranis, 2015). As Regine (2013) explains,

the circle offers “a place for slowing down, respectfully
listening and being heard, a place to change the con-
versation and a way of being together that taps into the
deep well of wisdom and creative thinking” (para. 5).
For the Reading Recovery community, the circle creates
a reflective space where collaborative meaning-making
elevates everyone’s thinking, providing the foundation
for shared growth and deeper understanding.

What are the roles of the various members of

the circle?

The teacher leader assumes a facilitative role in the
circle discussion, guiding teachers to engage in rich,
reflective conversations. She helps translate the patterns
of processing observed and discussed during the BTG
sessions into a robust conversation that deepens and
extends their understanding of literacy processing the-
ory. She encourages teachers to ask questions and offer
comments as they seek clarification and test hypotheses.
When necessary, the teacher leader may model specific
teaching interactions or facilitate role-playing activities
to clarify confusion. As the circle progresses, the teacher
leader listens closely to how the group discusses the
lessons and literacy processing theory, monitoring shifts
in thinking and identifying ways to further support

the group’s evolving understanding. Finally, the teacher
leader invites teachers to reflect on their learning, both
individually and collectively, and she engages in her own
reflective practice to set goals for future sessions.

Rather than positioning herself as the expert, the teacher
leader shares power (Freire, 1970) and responsibility
with teachers for meaning-making. This coconstructive
role is pivotal in dismantling hierarchies and fostering
an inclusive space where every voice holds equal value
(Paris & Alim, 2017). Talking to learn is a cornerstone of
dialogic pedagogy, making it essential for teacher lead-
ers to cultivate an environment that empowers teachers
to shape the conversation (Edwards-Groves & Hoare,
2012). One of the ways that teachers are encouraged to
own the conversation is to create “chains of reasoning”
with each other (Lyons, 1994). According to Lyons, a
typical pattern during the circle discussion involves the
teacher leader initiating a generative topic, constructing
“the connecting links between teachers’ comments”

and then extending and sustaining the responses (p.
281). However, groups can work together to shift those
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The circle discussion is central to the Reading Recovery community, offering one of the most powerful learning opportunities for

professionals in the field. The teacher leader assumes a facilitative role in the circle discussion, guiding teachers to engage in rich,

reflective conversations. She helps translate the patterns of processing observed and discussed during the BTG sessions into a

robust conversation and encourages teachers to ask questions and offer comments as they seek clarification and test hypotheses.

responsibilities to the teachers. Rather than the teacher
leader offering commentary after each teacher’s con-
tribution, teachers can add their thoughts to the topic,
building a collective chain of thinking. When teachers
assume an active role in the discussion and construct
such chains of reasoning, they are “supporting, chal-
lenging, extending, and refining each others’ cumulative
thinking” (Lyons, p. 283). Thus, teachers create the links
in the chains instead of the teacher leader. This empow-
ering shift helps teachers “refine what they already know
and, in the process, develop a more coherent theory of
learning and teaching” (Lyons, p. 286). The collective
input from participants generates shared reasoning,
enhancing the group’s mutual understanding.

Teachers take on a constructivist role in the circle,
where “the act of investigation contributes to the expan-
sion and reformation of the original ideas; change in
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conceptual understandings—or learning—is the result”
(Pinnell, 1994, p. 10). With the teacher leader’s guidance,
teachers collaborate to construct meaning from the
demonstration lessons and BTG discussions. They for-
mulate and explore hypotheses, working to make con-
nections between theory and practice. Instead of seeking
confirmation of their ideas, teachers adopt a mindset

of openness, leaning into uncertainty and exploring
alternative perspectives. They provide rationales for
their thinking, challenging assumptions and refining
their ideas in the process. Each teacher contributes to
the discussion—including the BTG teachers—building
on the insights shared by their colleagues. It is essential
that every voice is heard, as the collective wisdom of the
group fosters meaningful learning and transformative
growth. At the conclusion of the circle, teachers reflect
on the discussion and their role in cultivating a spirit of
shared inquiry.



How might we shift the focus to the principles of
literacy processing theory?

Circle discussions are most impactful when grounded in
literacy processing, rather than remaining at the surface
level of items and procedures—such as what color pen to
use during writing or introducing the phonemic aware-
ness task—unconnected to larger theoretical concepts.
While addressing procedural misunderstandings may
sometimes be necessary, dedicating the majority of time
to strategic activity and literacy processing enhances
participants’ theoretical understandings. Shifting the
group’s focus from granular details to broader principles
can be challenging. However, just as it is impossible to
address every potential teaching point after a child fin-
ishes reading the new book, it is impossible to address
every aspect of the demonstration lessons. Attempting
to do so dilutes the learning. Instead, concentrating on a
few key patterns or “big ideas” across the lessons allows
for deeper exploration and more meaningful insights.

Big ideas are those constructs that are central to Clay’s
literacy processing theory. They encompass complex
topics related to strategic activity and processing, rather
than discrete items or procedures. Unlike rules, big
ideas are flexible, tentative, and grounded in rationales.
Questions with multiple answers often indicate a focus
on processing and principles, while questions with
definitive answers suggest a focus on items and proce-
dures. Literacy processing theory is complex and robust
enough to hold every possible interaction observed BTG.
One can simply open Clay’s Literacy Lessons Designed
for Individuals (Literacy Lessons; 2016) to the index for a
comprehensive list of possible big ideas, such as acceler-
ated learning, book choice, comprehension, fluency,
independence, monitoring, oral language, orchestra-
tion, reciprocity, scaffolding, slow processing, writing,
etc. These core principles provide a robust framework
for discussing the interactions observed during BTG
lessons, offering insight into the conditions that support
children’s processing behaviors. To facilitate a shift
toward discussing big ideas in the circle, teacher leaders
might consider a structured protocol for identifying and
prioritizing the patterns of processing that were most
prevalent across the lessons:

1. Individual reflection: After each BTG lesson,
teachers jot down big ideas that surfaced during
their observations and conversations at the glass.
The teacher leader might prompt with a ques-
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tion such as, “What big ideas related to literacy
processing theory would be most valuable for the
group to discuss so that everyone leaves with

a lift?”

. Partner collaboration: After the second lesson,

teachers pair up to share their big ideas and work
together to prioritize a few to record on a sticky
note, which they post on a shared display.

. Group prioritization: In larger groups, sets of

partners can join together to refine and consoli-
date their big ideas, writing them on a sticky note
to be posted for viewing.

. Teacher leader selection: During a break, the

teacher leader reviews the sticky notes, iden-
tifying patterns and comparing them to those
that she identified. After careful consideration,
she determines the big ideas that offer the most
generative possibilities for the group to discuss.
Often, smaller ideas recorded on sticky notes are
embedded within bigger ideas. For example, a
note about a child’s hesitation to attempt words
might be categorized under the broader theme

of searching and confirming for independence. If
clear patterns across both lessons are not evident,
the teacher leader could select one big idea from
each lesson. It is important to note that the teach-
er leader does not need to select the big ideas
based solely on the majority’s input. Instead, she
uses those contributions as data to inform her
choice. Since teachers are often still developing
their ability to identify big ideas, the teacher lead-
er might choose topics for discussion that are not
reflected on the sticky notes.

. Circle discussion: After the demonstration les-

sons, the teachers convene in the circle with les-
son artifacts placed on a table in the middle of
the circle. These artifacts help ground the con-
versation in observable data and provide practical
examples to support the discussion of the selected
big ideas. The teacher leader guides the group in
connecting theoretical principles to practice, fos-
tering a deeper understanding of literacy process-
ing. Teachers use Literacy Lessons as a resource to
clarify their hypotheses, locate support for their
thinking, and extend their understanding of the
big ideas.
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6. Reflection: After the circle discussion, teachers
engage in reflection by turning and talking with
a partner about their key takeaways and implica-
tions for their own teaching. The teacher lead-
er might also ask participants to capture their
reflections in writing, providing a quiet moment
for individual contemplation before sharing with
the group. The teacher leader could facilitate a
collective reflection by posing questions such as
“What did we learn together?” “How might we
apply what we learned?” “What meaning can we
make of this experience?”

To track and build on learning over time, the teacher
leader can add the circle’s big ideas to an ongoing list of
theoretical principles discussed in professional learn-
ing sessions and training classes. This posted record
provides valuable data on what the teachers are noticing
and valuing and where the teacher leader might wish to
draw their attention in the future.

In summary, teachers collaboratively identify patterns
of key concepts that emerge from the BTG lessons,
engaging in discussions that bridge theory and practice.
Interacting at the processing level allows for robust,
theory-driven conversations. Furthermore, the learning
extends beyond the specific context of the demonstra-
tion lessons, offering broader insights that can be
applied to teaching children exhibiting similar process-
ing behaviors. Thus, everyone’s thinking about literacy
processing theory is lifted, not just the BTG teachers.

What are some indicators of an effective circle
discussion?

An effective circle discussion invites teachers to hypoth-
esize about strategic activity and processing behaviors
based on what they observed and discussed during the
demonstration lessons. This process allows for tentative
and flexible thinking, avoiding the need for definitive
answers and opening the door to multiple possibilities.
By embracing uncertainty, teachers can explore the
“messiness” of the learning process, instead of seeking
the certainty of clear-cut conclusions (Lindfors, 1999).
The focus of these discussions revolves around asking
“why” questions related to theory and investigating
“how” possibilities related to practice. As Pinnell (1994)
explains, “Through shared experiences, a culture is
created in which teaching and learning are interwoven”
(p. 13). In this way, the circle discussion becomes a
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dynamic, collaborative space where teachers engage
in the ongoing development of both their theoretical
understanding and practical application of literacy
processing theory.

An effective discussion circle ensures that every voice is
heard and valued, with all participants contributing to
the conversation. No one person dominates the discus-
sion, as there is a shared understanding that the circle
is stronger when everyone actively shares their perspec-
tives. Those who taught the lessons are integrated into
the conversation as full participants, contributing at
the same level as their colleagues. Dyadic exchanges
are avoided, and comments are not directed solely

at the teachers who taught BTG. Instead, the group
collaborates to build extended chains of reasoning on
key topics that emerged during BTG. The focus is placed
on principles rather than procedures, creating space

to investigate big ideas and deepen understanding of
literacy processing theory. Literacy Lessons is used as
an integral resource for connecting theory to practice.
Discussions evolve organically from the observations
made during the lesson, rather than following a rigid,
predetermined agenda. By creating space for multiple
perspectives in the circle discussion, we unlock the
collective wisdom and experience of the group.

What are some challenges associated with the
circle discussion?

Inquiry-based circle discussions present several chal-
lenges. One concern among teacher leaders is providing
feedback to the BTG teachers, especially if they arrive
seeking support for a particular child. However, the
circle does not serve as a group coaching session. Just

as a teaching point extends beyond solving a specific
word, the circle’s purpose extends beyond the particular
children observed during the demonstration lessons.
When the BTG teachers fully engage in the circle
discussion, they typically gain valuable insights into
their teaching. To address specific questions or lingering
thoughts, teacher leaders can allocate a few minutes at
the end of the circle for the BTG teachers to share their
reflections with the group. If more support is desired,
the teacher leader can follow up individually or schedule
a coaching visit.

Another challenge arises from procedural issues that
may surface during the lessons that need to be addressed
within the circle discussion. While the primary focus of



the conversation centers on big ideas, there is still time
to quickly clarify any procedural misunderstandings
that arose BTG. This is particularly important during
the training year, as teachers adopt highly specialized
procedures that support literacy processing theory. It
is the teacher leader’s responsibility to ensure that the
procedures demonstrated BTG are implemented with
the full effectiveness they are designed to achieve.

A common challenge for teacher leaders, particularly
during training classes, is balancing the session agenda
with the flow of the discussion. Rather than rushing
through the circle discussion to adhere to a predeter-
mined agenda, an inquiry-based circle allows teachers’

An effective discussion circle ensures that
every voice is heard and valued, with all
participants contributing to the conversa-
tion. No one person dominates the discus-
sion, as there is a shared understanding
that the circle is stronger when everyone
actively shares their perspectives.

conversations to emerge from their shared experience
BTG. The protocol, described above, is one way to honor
this shared experience. Just as teachers are responsive

to the child’s needs during a lesson, teacher leaders are
responsive to the group’s needs during the discussion,
considering the questions and discoveries that surface
naturally throughout the conversation. A focus on

big ideas allows key theoretical principles to surface
organically, often more than once, and these emerging
patterns act as the session’s agenda.

Although this approach may cause some discomfort due
to its unpredictability, it offers a more dynamic learning
experience. Two teacher leaders at OSU experimented
with this approach by shifting from preclass readings to
postclass readings based on the big ideas discussed dur-
ing the circle. Teachers responded positively, expressing
appreciation for the change, which encouraged the
leaders to continue this approach. If an important topic
is not addressed over time in the circle, the teacher
leader can choose to dedicate a particular session to that
big idea.
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Shifting well-established practices can be challenging.
Lisa recalls the first circle discussion during our 2018
ongoing professional learning session. She noticed that
teacher leaders were directing their comments exclusive-
ly to the teacher leader who had taught BTG, rather than
addressing the entire group. She paused the discussion
and reminded everyone that the focus should not be on
the BTG teacher leader but on the collective learning

of the group, with the lesson serving as a catalyst for
exploring literacy processing theory. Later in the discus-
sion, Lisa noticed the BTG teacher leader sitting silently,
taking notes. She gently interrupted again, reminding
her that she was an equal participant in the circle and
encouraging her to contribute. Later, Lisa asked the BTG
teacher leader to share her reflections on her experience:

I breathed a huge sigh of relief as I completed my
BTG in front of my TL colleagues at Ohio State!

As I sat down for our circle discussion, I held my
breath in anticipation of their “feedback,” both pos-
itive and negative. I got out my notepad ready to
write. However, Lisa was taking us in a new direc-
tion to shift the culture of the discussion circle.

We were about to embark on a new journey. When
one of the teacher leaders began to direct her com-
ments to me, Lisa told her to “stop” in a charmingly
negative way! Lisa reminded us to use my lesson

to focus on the “bigger picture.” Instead of focus-
ing on “items,” we needed to focus on the process-
ing. The discussion should help us to construct our
learning and ultimately our teaching. Lisa even told
me to participate in this “organic” process. All of

a sudden, my view of “them versus me” changed

to a powerful, collaborative, and tentative shared
experience.

The shift from comments directed at the teacher leader
to one of collaborative conversation marked a pivotal
moment in transforming how teacher leaders engaged
in the circle discussion. Fostering a space where all
voices were equally valued changed the structure of the
discussion and reshaped the participants’ understanding
of collaboration. This shift—away from feedback rooted
in individual performance to a collective exploration

of literacy processing theory— highlighted the power

of shared inquiry and reflection in professional learning
communities. Ultimately, the circle discussion exempli-
fied how such shifts in practice can create more
inclusive, reflective, and generative spaces for profes-
sional growth.
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Stories From the Field: Reimagining the

Circle Discussion

Many teacher leaders who participated in the profes-
sional learning at OSU recognized its value and felt
inspired to implement the changes with their groups.
During professional learning sessions and training
classes, they created opportunities for teachers to
reflect on the shifts in their collective practice. These
reflections revealed three key themes: developing and
adopting new norms, evolving roles for teachers and
teacher leaders, and observable changes in their circle
discussions.

Establishing norms for transformative dialogue
Why is it important to establish new norms for circle
discussions? A Reading Recovery teacher from Indiana
explained, “The norms help us get to the why. What is
the purpose of our discussion? How do we get there?”
Norms serve as reminders of the goals for professional
learning or training session conversations and can be
gently referenced when someone departs from them.
Developing these norms collaboratively fosters a sense
of ownership and shared expectations among group
members. Rather than reflecting the singular vision

of the teacher leader, the norms represent a collective
agreement. One teacher leader emphasized that creating
a “trusting, risk-free environment” was a motivating
principle for a group of teachers as they worked together
to create their norms. Four teacher leaders shared that
they printed their codeveloped norms on every session
agenda and revisited them at the start of each session.
They asked reflective questions such as, “What do we
think about our norms?” “Are we missing something?”
“Do we need to change anything?” “What is not serving
us?” They also reminded the group, “We can add or take
things away from our norms at any time.”

Existing engagement norms—whether articulated or
implicit, effective or not—can become habituated over
time. Newly trained teachers may hesitate to speak
during BTG and circle discussions, especially when sur-
rounded by more experienced colleagues. Meanwhile,
seasoned teachers might hold back out of concern they
might say something outdated that doesn’t align with
new information. A teacher leader from a vintage site
noted that their new norms for the circle discussion
“encouraged everyone to join in the conversation.”
Revisiting the collaboratively created norms at the
start of each professional learning session cultivated
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an environment where all members felt empowered to
contribute. The teacher leader further explained, “We all
have lenses from our prior experiences, and these bring
strength to our discussion. These lenses have value.”

This diversity of thought creates space to center the
conversation on the anchoring touchstones of Clay’s
literacy processing theory, enriching the learning of
each person in the circle. A teacher leader from central
Ohio reflected, “We all have different experiences and
different things to bring to the table, and that’s why we
are in this community and supporting each other with
thinking through these things.” This perspective aligns
with Wenger’s theory of communities of practice, which
defines such communities as a “group of people who
share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a
topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in
this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (Wenger
etal., 2002, p. 4). Another teacher leader from Ohio
observed, “It feels like we are a community of problem
solvers. We are a community brought together to sup-
port this child.” One teacher leader even introduced the
circle discussion format during the week of assessment
workshop. At the end of each day, teachers gathered

in a circle to reflect on both the day’s learning and the
cumulative insights gained throughout the week, gradu-
ally becoming familiar with the routines and culture of
the circle discussion.

Teacher groups can find inspiration for developing their
norms in common texts like Literacy Lessons or articles
by other professionals. A teacher leader in Ohio shared
that her professional learning group drew ideas from
their readings, such as this statement from Partners in
Learning: “The idea is not to provide specific feedback
to an individual teacher but to draw out important
principles of learning from the two observed ‘cases™
(Lyons et al., 1993, p. 41). The teachers integrated this
idea, along with others, into their norms, shaping the
foundation for their interactions at the glass and during
circle discussions.

The norms sometimes extended their influence beyond
circle discussions. For example, a teacher from Ohio
noted that she found herself using language inspired by
the group norms when talking with colleagues outside
of Reading Recovery. She found that the inquiry-focused
language encouraged a tentative stance, shifting the
power dynamic away from defending opposing perspec-
tives to fostering collaborative problem solving for
children. (See Table 1 for examples of norms.)



Evolving roles of teachers and teacher leaders

The shift in the circle discussion created a meaningful
transformation in how teachers and teacher leaders
experienced their roles. Several teachers reflected that
the discussions felt more relevant and organic rather
than scripted and overly structured. Their contributions
to the discussion expanded significantly, reinforcing the
idea that their perspectives were a vital and valued part
of the process. They appreciated having ownership in
the circle, which encouraged them to contribute because
their input was acknowledged, utilized, and valued.

One teacher described her initial experience teaching
BTG. She stiffened up as she braced for pointed ques-
tions after her teaching. She found herself caught in a
cycle of self-questioning: “What did I do well?” “What
did I not do well?” “What have or haven’t I tried?” as
she anxiously reviewed her lesson. She described a wave
of relief when the focus shifted to big ideas in literacy
processing, commenting, “It felt like there was less pres-
sure. After observing the change, it certainly relieved
any pressure that I would have had that the lesson had
to be perfect.” She also welcomed the new emphasis on
collaborative inquiry with questions like, “What strate-
gies could we use to promote this?” “How could this
idea help us with other students?” These shifts fostered a
more supportive and reflective environment, enhancing
her confidence and engagement.

An Ohio teacher observed a notable shift in her under-
standing of Clay’s literacy processing theory and how
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she engaged with it in conversations. After the shift

in the circle discussion, she felt a renewed sense of
autonomy and empowerment. She reflected that the
shifts in the circle connected her to Clay’s work “in new
ways” and helped her “to understand the foundational
principles of literacy processing theory as a whole.” She
added that rather than relying on others for interpreting
Clay, “we went into Literacy Lessons sooner and more
often than ever before. I felt better about going into her
texts by myself, on my own.”

Teacher leaders first experienced the shifted circle
discussion through their own professional learning at
OSU before introducing it to their professional learning
groups. One Ohio teacher leader shared her journey

as she began shifting her groups toward the “lifted”
circle discussion. She explained that participating in her
own ongoing professional learning with other teacher
leaders provided her with an opportunity to experi-
ment with new language in the circle discussions while
simultaneously trying it out with teachers at her site. She
emphasized that the continuous nature of professional
learning was inherently supportive, “Ongoing [profes-
sional learning] allows you to continue to grow your
practice time after time.” She highlighted that the most
supportive aspect of this process was “reflecting with
other colleagues every time we would go back to OSU
for professional learning. I got to continue to watch it be
modeled and scaffolded through the trainers. We learn
with and from each other.”

Table 1. Example of Norms and Inquiry-Focused Language Created by Teachers in Southwestern Ohio
Norms for Norms for Language to Try
BTG Interactions Circle Discussions Because Language Frames Our Thinking

Challenge our assumptions

Increase our understanding
of literacy processing theory

Observe closely
Question our thinking
Remain tentative

Stay grounded in data

Build on what others say
Focus on literacy processing
Focus on strategic activity

Increase our understanding
of literacy processing theory

Locate support in Literacy
Lessons

Offer rationales for thinking

Remain tentative

What are you wondering?

What are you thinking about?

What do we think about what we noticed?

I'm hearing you say ___, and I am wondering ___.
What does Clay say about ___?

What is another way we could ___?

and ___?

How might we make a connection between ___
Why is ___ important for this child? For all children?

Where can we find support for our thinking in Literacy
Lessons?
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As teacher leaders grew more comfortable with the
shifted circle discussion, they noticed changes in their
approach to leading and teaching before, during, and
after the demonstration lessons. One teacher leader
reflected on how her questioning style evolved over time
during BTG training sessions:

Before the shift, I feel like I asked more leading
questions at the glass because I might have an
answer in mind. When I intentionally positioned
myself as an observer and a learner too, I noticed
that I started asking more open-ended questions
and making “I wonder” statements that really
got the teachers talking more to each other than
responding to me. It was like the whole vibe
changed.

A teacher leader from southwestern Ohio described how
the new circle discussion empowered her to lead more
contingently. Previously, she would establish a predeter-
mined focus for each lesson BTG and plan activities for
after the circle discussion. Often, however, her planned
focus did not align with what emerged during the
demonstration lessons. She shared,

I decided to let the lesson lead. When I stepped
back and became an observer of the lesson with my
teachers, the interaction at the glass flowed natural-
ly. The discussion in the circle was organic as well,
and the teachers could tell that I was not trying to
lead them to a conclusion that I had determined the
night before.

After the circle, she found herself better equipped to
identify meaningful next steps and suggestions for
continued exploration. She added,

I was also able to decide how I would follow up with
individual teachers and the group. I would send

an email the next day with suggested articles and
reminders of the big ideas from our collective dis-
cussion. I felt like I was really teaching responsively
based on our learning and not just delivering pre-
planned professional development.

These reflections illustrate how the shifted circle
discussion not only reshaped the nature of professional
dialogue but also strengthened teacher leaders’ ability to
foster responsive, collaborative, and meaningful learn-
ing experiences for their groups.
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Shifts in the circle discussion over time

Teachers and teacher leaders noted that adopting a
tentative stance led to impactful shifts in the circle
discussion. Group members supported one another

in remaining open to alternative approaches and
perspectives. One teacher leader employed a strategy to
challenge the group’s thinking by playfully remarking,
“Yes! Well, that’s one way, but it’s not THE way. Let’s
think of other ways because this may not work for your
student.” Similarly, a teacher shared an experience with
her teacher leader’s consistent refrain of “it depends,”
explaining, “While it is frustrating at the moment, I
appreciate that it makes us all think more deeply.” The
tentative questions and reflective statements shared
during the circle discussion created a space for everyone
to examine their assumptions about the students they
teach. One teacher shared how the commitment to an
open-minded perspective helped her uncover biases

in her teaching, noting how subtle assumptions might
unconsciously shape instructional decisions for the
students we teach daily.

The teacher added that every circle discussion offered
insights she could use to support the students she
worked with because the conversations evolved and
expanded from focusing on “this child and this lesson”
to broader conversations about teaching children with
similar processing profiles. In addition, she appreciated
writing predictions of progress for the BTG students
together at the end of the circle discussion. This col-
laborative exercise helped her to consider strategies not
just for the students observed BTG but for her students
as well. She noted, “I am really thinking about strategies
for this student and my students.” This atmosphere of
inquiry fostered a more comprehensive understanding
of how to support all children’s literacy development,
not just those from the demonstration lessons.

A teacher leader indicated that the circle discussion
became deeper and richer when the group delved into
the big ideas of literacy processing. She explained, “The
shift radically changed the conversation at the glass
and after the lessons,” emphasizing that the teachers’
takeaways from the lessons were framed in terms like
acceleration, independence, and reciprocity. Another
teacher leader noted that before the shift, teachers
frequently commented, “That was a great lesson, but I
really needed help with [a particular student].” After the
shift, the comments evolved to, “This really made me



think about how I need to focus on [particular process-
ing] with my student.” This shift in focus not only
enriched the discussions but also expanded the impact
of the learning to benefit a wider range of students.

The shift in the circle discussion significantly impacted
how teachers and teacher leaders felt about teaching
BTG for their colleagues. One teacher reflected that this
change encouraged her to volunteer to teach BTG. She
explained that the discussion’s new focus on supporting
literacy processing shifts for the students BTG and other
students with similar strengths and needs—rather than
fixing the teaching—removed the sting of unintended
judgment about her teaching. Previously, even with col-
leagues’ reassurances that she had done a “good job,” she
often felt defeated after teaching BTG, particularly when
administrators and other teachers visited the demon-
stration lessons. However, the first time she taught BTG
after the restructured circle discussion, she exclaimed
that she would teach BTG anytime from then on!

A teacher leader at another site observed a similar trans-
formation, reporting that teachers had volunteered to
teach BTG more frequently since the focus of the circle
discussions shifted. She also emphasized the impor-
tance of distinguishing between topics better suited for
coaching visits versus circle discussions, clearly commu-
nicating these distinctions to the teachers so they would
know what to expect. She explained that she is more
likely to follow up on issues related to teaching proce-
dures during coaching visits unless specifically brought
up during a circle session. Even when procedures are
discussed in the circle, they are examined through

the lens of supporting students rather than evaluating
teaching.

The shift in the circle discussion also influenced how
group members incorporated Literacy Lessons into their
conversations. Two Ohio teacher leaders observed that
the inquiry-focused norms encouraged participants to
refer to Literacy Lessons more frequently. For instance,
during one session, the group of teachers discussed
integrating sources of information. They then consulted
Literacy Lessons and identified several examples related
to integration that had not come up in their earlier
discussion. The teacher leader pointed out to teachers
how the Literacy Lessons index can serve as a powerful
resource for locating information related to the big ideas
discussed in the circle. This approach made Literacy
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Lessons feel like a dynamic, living resource, almost
like there was another voice in the room, Clay’s voice.
When group members located and shared insights
from Literacy Lessons, their excitement was contagious,

fostering an atmosphere of shared discovery.

Conclusion: An Invitation to Reflect

One of the defining strengths of Reading Recovery is its
ongoing commitment to evolving — resisting fossiliza-
tion and remaining responsive to change. As Clay (2001)
pointed out, “Somehow RR professionals have learned
how to hold fast to principles, practices and rationales
while at the same time allowing for variability in the
educational practices and beliefs, and change over time
in society” (p. 298). We hope this article has provided
readers with new insights into the potential evolution
of the circle discussion, strengthening instructional
deliberateness and dexterity that ultimately accelerates
student learning (Schwartz, 2016).

We invite you to reflect on the implications of this
article in relation to your practice. Have any of your
beliefs or practices been confirmed or challenged? Have
your ideas evolved? If so, how and why? And what
questions do you have for us? For Reading Recovery
teacher leaders, we are curious to learn how the
concepts, examples, and suggested protocol presented
might influence the way you facilitate circle discussions.
Likewise, for Reading Recovery teachers, we are curious
to learn how the ideas, stories, and approaches might
inform your engagement in circle discussions. We look
forward to continuing this conversation and would be
happy to address any questions or share further insights
at the next TLI. Feel free to reach out to us at
pinkerton.93@osu.edu and schantzb@wittenberg.edu.
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