Circle Ways
Restorative Practices for Healthy Schools

Contact us at circleways.org, on Facebook, or direct: 310-502-7214

Peer-Facilitated Council-Based Parent Group Protocol
Joe Provisor
A first meeting: “Loving the Questions”
After a brief introduction to the process by an experienced Council facilitator, the group
uses a prompt such as “Tell a story of a recent moment of joy with your child, however brief and
fleeting.” After each parent tells a story, offer a “witnessing round” where participants note
what stayed with them of what others shared—a word, a phrase, an image. Close the council and
ask, “Based on the stories we just heard, what can we say about the kinds of experiences that
bring us joy with our children.” Such a council and reflection will create connection and
buoyancy in the group as they prepare to dive in to the more challenging aspects of parenting.
Then, distribute index cards to all participants and ask them to take some quiet time to
reflect on the following: “For you personally, what are the ‘mysteries of parenting’? What are
the questions that wake you up in the night? Perhaps you have read the books and consulted the
experts, but these are the questions that linger.” Ask them to write three or four of these
“mysteries” on the cards, and then to fold them and drop them in a basket.
Open the council again, and, using the basket as a talking piece, have each participant
pull a card and read the questions to the group “as if they were your own.” The group is
instructed to “love the questions,” listening to them deeply but not becoming concerned with
answers. After all of the questions have been read aloud, a witnessing round can follow: “Of the
question we just heard, which are most resonant for you?”
These questions will form the “curriculum” for the group.
After the first group
One participant types up all of the questions from the cards to distribute at the next
meeting or by email beforehand. Participants should have quiet time to reflect again on the list.
The second group: Question è Inherent Topic è Council Prompt
Using the list of mysteries, the group reflects on the inherent topics in each question.
Looking at a question, the group asks, “What is this (question) about?” For example, take a
question like, Why is my daughter suddenly closing her bedroom door and why did she de-friend
me on Facebook? This carries at least several inherent topics: privacy; social media; household
rules, norms, and expectations. The question, How do I motivate my child to try to do well, even
on school assignments he cares little about? holds a number of fruitful topics, among them:
motivation; expanding perceived limits and interests; doing things we don’t want to do; how
parents can encourage, etc.

The group makes a list of the inherent topics in each question. In the process, it will
become clear that there are a number of highly resonant topics for the group, usually 5-10. The
next step is to create Council prompts from these topics. Since Council, generally, is about
storytelling (rather than speculating, philosophizing, or opining), a good Council prompt should
be of interest to all participants and should elicit story. For example, a prompt on the topic of
privacy could be, Tell about a time when you discovered that you needed to keep something
private. A prompt on the topic of motivation could be, Tell about a time when you managed to
do something you really did not want to do.
All subsequent groups
With a list of topics and prompts, the group is ready to tap its own wisdom. Occasionally,
an expert or parent educator can be called in to address a topic, or the group can share
informational materials, but any presentations should be kept brief so as to allow for processing
in council. With experience, the group will come to trust the process of storytelling to provide
deep reflection, understanding of complex parenting issues, and adaptive strategies for dealing
with them.
In advance or in the moment, the group can decide which of the topics to take up. Group
leadership can be rotated among participants, with the leader essentially calling the group to
order, offering the prompt and directions for each round, and watching the time.
It is often good to offer an opening round as a way to get present or to check in.
Sometimes compelling topics will arise from this. If so, apply the same process to determine a
prompt, and if there is consensus, go with it. Otherwise, take up the mysteries of parenting topic
the group has decided to explore. After a round of storytelling, and perhaps the offering of a
“web” for additional stories or reflections on them, conduct a witnessing round. Conclude the
council, or continue in web style, to reflect on the harvest of information from the stories. From
the stories we heard, what have we learned?
If participants wish, the group can also be used for intention setting based on the
understandings gleaned from the stories. For example, each parent can share one intention they
hope to fulfill in the interim between groups. The next check-in can include a progress report on
those intentions.

Rilke: Loving the Questions
From: Letters to a Young Poet

“Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart and try
to love the questions themselves, like locked rooms and like
books that are now written in a very foreign tongue. Do not
now seek the answers, which cannot be given to you because
you would not be able to live them. And the point is, to live
everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps you will then
gradually, without noticing it, live along some distant day
into the answer.” Rainer Maria Rilke

