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Podcast #16: Circle Time Solutions 
Episode notes: http://prekteachandplay.com/podcast16   

 
Kristie: 
 
 
[00:00:30] 

 
Hey everyone. Welcome to another PreK Teach & Play podcast episode. Today is a 
super exciting day. I have a very good friend of mine, Jen Davis, here with me. I met 
her in Las Vegas. I know the rule is what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas or 
something like that. But she has such an amazing approach to working with young 
children, in particular during Circle Time, that I invited her to tell a little bit about her 
story. So I want to introduce you to my friend, Jen. Then we're going to talk a little bit 
about what we think about Circle Time and then we're going to learn about Jen's 
journey and how she's really found solutions, particularly when working with kids 
with really diverse abilities. Welcome, Jen. Thank you for joining me today. 
 

[00:01:00] 
Jen: 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:01:30] 

 
Hi. Thank you so much for having me. I'm really excited to be here and share some 
ideas with you. I've been teaching for seven years for the Clark County School District 
in Las Vegas. I teach in a co-teaching PreK classroom. We have students with 
disabilities and then GENED kids. I get to coach each student with the GENED teacher. 
I have an assistant. She has an assistant too (my co-teacher). We have 24 kids total, 
A.M. to P.M. Monday through Thursday. I have my Master's in early childhood, and 
my endorsement in early childhood Special ED. I am the early childhood Special ED 
teacher. Most of our kiddos have developmental delays in language, communication, 
and pre-academic skills. Things like that. 
 

Kristie: 
 
 
 
[00:02:00] 

Great. A lot of people that listen to this podcast are in roles very similar to yours, Jen. 
They'll relate really well to this idea of having either co-teaching situations or these 
blended classrooms and having more than (one person) ... It's great to have more 
adults, but it's also more adults you've got to get on the same page. I know that's 
going to be part of your story with us- how you guys reached consensus. Before we 
get too deep into the solutions around Circle Time, let's just talk a little bit about our 
own thoughts about this thing that we in the United States call Circle Time. Why do 
we have it? Do we love it? I have a love/hate relationship with it. How about you? 
 

Jen: Me too. 
 

Kristie: Yeah. What do you hate about it? 
 

[00:02:30] 
Jen: 

 
I guess I hate that we sometimes feel like we have to do it because we have to get 
them ready for kindergarten and we have to get them ready for first grade. I just feel 
like why don’t we get them ready for right now when they're four? I think that's hard 
but I think there are ways to do it that make it more enjoyable for them and engaging 
for them. You just have to get really creative. 
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Kristie: 
 
[00:03:00] 

 
Yeah. I feel like it's interesting you said creative because I would say some of these 
people think, "Oh, I've got to be the entertainer." What I really see is that the more 
the adults become the entertainer, the less the kids are actively involved. They're 
really a member of an audience, right? At a show. 
 

Jen: Right. 
 

Kristie: There's my Las Vegas connection, right? You're at this show and you're not doing 
anything but watching. It becomes so much about, "Nope, that's not your seat. Yep, 
that is your seat. Are you on your seat? Where is your seat?" Now all of this 
conversation is about the seat. No longer is there anything about curiosity or 
creativity or interest. Right? 
 

[00:03:30] 
Jen: 

 
Exactly. I agree. 
 

Kristie: Talk about this love/hate we have going on here for a minute. What do we think 
about in terms of this kindergarten readiness? Especially when it comes to Circle 
Time, because we know that many times in school age classrooms, they don't have 
centers anymore. They don't have Circle Time. That's not the thing we're preparing 
them for. What is it that you get pressured to cover in Circle that helps kids be 
"ready"? Talk a little bit about that. 
 

[00:04:00] 
Jen: 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:04:30] 

 
There's a lot of whole group instruction. I feel like that happens in kindergarten, 
which probably shouldn't be happening but that is what's happening. Getting them to 
be able to sit and be quiet and just be compliant, which you then can't really tell if 
they're really engaged and learning if they're just sitting there quietly. Maybe they're 
thinking about what they ate for breakfast or what they're going to eat for dinner. I 
think what’s hard, too, is trying to bridge that gap of no, we don't really have to just 
have them sitting there quietly and compliant the whole time. We want them to be 
interacting with us and share their ideas. I think it's a time where we're coming 
together as a group and doing things together as a community, versus things that 
maybe can't be taught individually or maybe in a small group. I do think it's hard 
because a lot of kindergarten teachers expect them to just be quiet and compliant. 
"Do what I say because I'm the teacher," and stuff like that. 
 

Kristie: 
[00:05:00] 
 
 
 
[00:05:30] 

Right, right. You're right about the whole group. It's really just…that's why all the 
focus becomes on sitting because that's what I want is you to be sitting in my whole 
group so that I can deliver my content. Yeah, it gets a little bit confusing in terms of 
“what's your what”? That'll be one of the tips for those of you who are listening to 
this, Jen and I will have a series of tips that we'll share that you can download at 
prekteachandplay.com/podcast16. What we'll do is we'll highlight some of these 
things that we'll say, "Ah, if you have to combat this readiness push or if whole group  
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instruction is being required, how do you still promote what it is that's 
developmentally appropriate? How do you still be clear about what you want to 
accomplish? How do you still individualize?" 
 

 
[00:06:00] 

We've heard also that people have concerns about, "If I don't make a kid stay at Circle 
and they leave ..." This one I see all the time. They'll say to me, "Well Kristie, if I let 
the kid leave Circle, then everybody will want to leave." I'm like, "What are you doing 
at Circle that everybody wants to leave?" Right? Talk a little bit about this notion of “it 
isn't fair if some kids get to leave” or “kids shouldn't have this much freedom of 
choice because in kindergarten, there's no choice”. Talk a little bit about how you've 
dealt with that before we get into what your Circle looks like. 
 

Jen: 
[00:06:30] 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:07:00] 

What we just explain to our students is if there's something that they're not 
interested in, that it's okay for them to go do something else. They will leave and 
come during Circle Time. We're okay with that, but that's the community that we've 
created in our classroom, that we want school to be enjoyable. If they're not 
interested, or maybe they're three and they're just not having a very good day and 
they don't want to sit there, then that's okay for them not to sit there. We're able to 
give them support outside of Circle. It's not like they're just roaming around the room, 
having a free for all. There are certain Centers that are open, things like that. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
[00:07:30] 

I was surprised because I thought that, too, when we first discussed this choice Circle 
idea. I was like, "Well they're all going to want to leave. Who wants to stay and sit on 
the carpet the whole time?" They don't. Most of them want to stay. Most of them 
want to come to Circle. I think it just depends on what you're doing at Circle, is it 
going to be engaging enough for them to stay or be interested to stay? I think it 
depends on your content and what you're doing during Circle Time. 
 

Kristie: 
 
 
 
 
[00:08:00] 

Let's come back to that. Let's go into this deeper. Describe for us what your daily 
routine is like. In general is fine, but what comes before Circle. You've already talked 
about how Circle is a time for community, but really talk a little bit about what it looks 
like because we're listening to this. We can't see it, so describe it and what it looks 
like as much as you want to about when kids say, "I'm not interested," or act 
uninterested. Any part of that. Paint a picture for us so we all see your Circle and then 
we'll dig deep into how you guys pulled it off. 
 

Jen: 
 
 
 
[00:08:30] 

Our day starts with them playing outside first because we just find that that's 
beneficial for them, especially if we are hoping that they'll come to Circle. We want 
them to be able to have some time to get out their energy, their wiggles, things like 
that. We do that first. Then we have 60 minutes of Center Time before we even start 
Circle. We used to do opening and closing Circle but that was just too much in a two 
and a half hour program for the kiddos. We just do one Circle Time now. Before Circle 
Time starts, the block center where we have our Circle Time starts to get closed and  
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cleaned up. Another center is also closed. Then whoever is leading Circle that day is 
walking around to each center, inviting the children to come to Circle. 
 

Kristie: 
[00:09:00] 

Pause there for a second, Jen. You're using the same space for multiple purposes. 
You're systematically working on the area where Circle is going to take place. 
 

Jen: Correct. 
 

Kristie: Let's say there's kids playing in the block area that are really into it, but you need that 
space. What do you do at that barrier? That first one. 
 

Jen: We always give them a warning beforehand. Procedure. Now that they know that 
there's certain centers that are going to shut down after we've had ample time to 
play in them. 
 

Kristie: Okay. 
 

Jen: 
[00:09:30] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:10:00] 

We'll give them a warning and let them know, "Hey, in a few minutes, friends, we're 
going to be closing up blocks and we're going to start cleaning." We have little close 
signs that we put down that the kids like to help us put down. We take pictures of 
their work. If they built this amazing structure, we have a building journal. It's not like 
it's just forgotten about. We'll take a picture of it. We can print it out that day for 
them. We can stick it in the building journal and let them know that they can try to 
make that same structure tomorrow or they can always go back and make it another 
day. We don't want to just come over and interrupt their play. We're just letting them 
know, "Hey, it's time to move onto something else." That's just the only space really 
available to have that group time meeting is in our block area. 
 

Kristie: Okay. Then you said that, “depending on who is leading Circle”. Talk to us a little bit 
about staffing. You mentioned how many adults you have, but remind us how many 
adults you have and how do you guys make decisions about who is leading? 
 

Jen: 
[00:10:30] 

We have four adults. My co-teacher and I just go every other day, one of us is leading 
Circle. That way the kids are used to seeing both of us run Circle Time. We just make a 
schedule every other day that we're going to run Circle. 
 

Kristie: This is a big question for people who co-teach. There's lots of different models out 
there. Some people say, "We do it this way. We just draw a line 50/50." Right? Other 
people say, "I love Circle. It's my thing." Other people are like, "I hate Circle." Did you 
guys have that discussion or did you just say, "Nope, we want the kids to have 50/50 
of us"? 
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[00:11:00] 
Jen: 

 
 
I think we just decided 50/50 of us because we both wanted them to have each of 
us... We do things a little differently because we're not the same person obviously. It's 
good for us to, I think, have our own little things that we bring into Circle Time as 
well. We just decided 50/50. I do it two days a week, you do it two days a week. We 
only have four days that the kids are here. 
 

Kristie: Do you then plan that Circle together or do you each plan your Circles? 
 

[00:11:30] 
Jen: 

 
We have a general idea of what we're doing. We try to link it into whatever our 
theme is for the month. 
 

Kristie: Okay. 
 

Jen: Then we just do our own thing but we do plan together in a general consensus of 
what we would be maybe discussing or doing during Circle. There are things that 
we've decided to take out of Circle that just weren't working for whole group things 
like that. 
 

Kristie: 
 
[00:12:00] 

Okay. Keep going with the story. You tell your friends it's time to clean up, in 
particular there's certain centers that are now going to close, mostly because you 
need to use it, repurpose it for large group. Tell a little bit about how kids come over, 
but then also how you decide which centers are going to remain open and how that 
fits into what happens next. 
 

Jen: 
 
 
[00:12:30] 

We try to close down most of the centers that are going to be a lot noisier, like the 
music center, the home center, obviously the block center. And then the library and 
science and math and art and fine motor centers are still open. Those are quieter 
centers and they're on the other side of the room from where Circle Time is. As I go 
around and tell the kiddos, or my co-teacher tells the kiddos, we let them know, 
"When you hear the music start to play, that's when you know that you can come join 
us at Circle today if you'd like to come over and see what we're doing today." We tell 
them, "You can go back to your center because centers are open after Circle." They 
don't go home after Circle. 
 

Kristie: Okay. 
 

Jen: 
 
[00:13:00] 

They know that they don't have to necessarily clean up to come to Circle. They can 
just leave out the materials and we're fine with that. They know they're going to go 
back to that center. That's how we get them to come on over. 
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Kristie: 

 
I'm at science. I'm a little kid. I'm playing. You come up and say, "The music is 
playing." Do you tell me or show me what we are going to do today at Circle or do you 
just globally say, "You're welcome to come over and check it out"? 
 

Jen: 
 
[00:13:30] 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:14:00] 
 

We highlight if we're going to be reading maybe a special story, or if we have a 
mystery box that the kids really are into, where we put different things in there that 
we want to talk about with them. We're learning about traditions this month. We 
were putting things that are ornaments and things that are not ornaments in the box. 
They're really excited about the mystery box. That's probably one of their favorite 
things. We'll maybe tell them what song we're doing that day, what book we're doing. 
We will give them some information and then the rest of the staff will support them. 
"Did you want to go to Circle today? I think that they're going to do this song or I 
heard that they're going to be reading this book today." 
 

Kristie: Then again if I was at science, I am not expected to put everything away, close it up, 
drain it out. I can just come over, do mystery box, and then stay or come back to 
science. Right? 
 

Jen: Right. 
 

Kristie: 
 
 
[00:14:30] 

All right. Tell me a little bit about how the interflow then goes. Clearly some kids are 
going to come over. Some are going to stay. Then some are going to come but leave 
and all that. Describe how much did you hypothesize there would be a lot of back and 
forth and how much has there really been kids everywhere? I can imagine people 
listening to this going, "Oh my gosh. I can see eight here and three coming for one 
story and then somebody ..." Has it really been chaotic in a way? 
 

Jen: It hasn't. I thought it would be too. 
 

Kristie: Okay. 
 

Jen: 
 
 
[00:15:00] 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:15:30] 

I was weary about the whole choice group thing. I was like, "I don't know how this is 
going to work." When you go over and invite them and you're showcasing what 
you're going to do ... We let them make requests for songs. We try to always pick 
songs that maybe went with our theme, but sometimes that's just not interesting to 
them. Let's get them there by using songs that they like, that they know, that they 
want to hear versus a song that I think they should hear because we're learning about 
traditions and this is a song you should listen to. We're trying to let them have a little 
more stake in the group time. It's surprising to me how many of them actually come. 
The kiddos who don't come, they're just working quietly in their centers and they've 
got other teachers available to assist with bathrooms and hand washing and anything 
else that may come up during that time. We always start with a song. Preferably a 
song that is more their choice. Then we might do the mystery box or we might do a 
short story, things like that. 
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Kristie: Okay. Let's talk a little bit about the staffing. You said that it's not nearly as chaotic as 

you might imagine. (Everybody a free for all). 
 

Jen: Right. 
 

[00:16:00] 
Kristie: 

 
You definitely thought out the centers that remain open so they're not high ... A, I'm 
guessing they're not high demand of needing an adult to monitor but they're also not 
high, loud volume energy. You've got four adults in the classroom. How many kids 
again? 
 

Jen: 24. 
 

Kristie: 24 kids. Four adults. How low or involved ... People get the continuum. Do you really 
have some kids who are nonverbal, really involved, to kids who are ready for 
kindergarten? Right? 
 

[00:16:30] 
Jen: 
 
 
 
 
[00:17:00] 

 
Right. We do have kiddos who are nonverbal. Some three-year-olds who just say 'yes' 
to everything. Then we've got kids who are speaking in full six to eight-word 
sentences that are definitely ready for kindergarten and doing very well. We try to 
make it on different levels for them. We don't do the same thing every day. Group 
looks different every single day to make it more interesting. We also have a staff 
member available to come sit with those kiddos who might need a little more help or 
they might need something in translation because we do have a high ELL population 
too. 
 

Kristie: 
 
 
[00:17:30] 
 

Yeah, that's what I was wondering. What do the other adults do? You and your other 
lead teacher are facilitating it. Then do the other adults know that their job is to check 
the other centers? You talked about if kids need their hands washed or to use the 
bathroom. How do you guys talk to each other or plan for that dance, if you will? 
 

Jen: 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:18:00] 

It's something that we just had to troubleshoot here and there, of how we were going 
to make that work. Whoever is running Circle, that's just the only thing they have to 
worry about. Someone is usually close to proximity of the Circle. That way if there is 
something going on, they might just tap that kiddo on the shoulder and say, "You 
know what? It doesn't seem like you're really interested in staying. It's okay if you 
don't want to stay and you'd like to go work at a center." We're just letting them 
know that, "You're not getting in trouble for leaving." If they're literally rolling around 
on the floor, clearly they're not interested. Clearly they’re not getting anything out of 
whatever it is we're doing. They should probably go back to centers if they're really 
not feeling it that day. 
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Kristie: 

 
Right, right. Okay. Then generally speaking, it's different but I'm guessing it has a 
similar flow, but about how long do they last? Or is it really variable because of the 
number of kids and interest? 
 

Jen: It's always usually less than 10 minutes. 
 

Kristie: 
[00:18:30] 

Okay. 
 

Jen: 
 
 
 
 
[00:19:00] 

We really keep our Circle under 10 minutes. We also do ECERS [Early Childhood 
Environment Rating Scale]. As far as ECERS goes, we really buy into ECERS. We're 
drinking the ECERS Kool-Aid, for sure. We agree that Circles shouldn't really be more 
than 10 minutes. There are times when they might come back later and ask for more 
songs. Sure, we can put on more songs later. As an official group time, it's definitely 
less than 10 minutes. Sometimes it's five. Sometimes it's seven. It just varies. You can 
tell when you're losing them and when you're losing them, it's time to let it go. 
 

Kristie: Yeah. Okay, this is going to be a question then because this is my other love/hate 
issue. Do you guys do calendar at Circle? 
 

Jen: Absolutely not. 
 

Kristie: That was for sure not. How did you get to that Kool-Aid? Right? 
 

Jen: 
[00:19:30] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:20:00] 

Yeah. We just felt like it's not super meaningful to them. They don't really understand 
today, tomorrow. That concept of time is so abstract. We have just skipped on that. 
We do do a whole group counting, which is just counting the kiddos who are not here 
today. We have their pictures up there on the board where Circle Time is. Then we 
talk to them about, "Which friends are missing today? How many friends are missing 
today?" That's more meaningful for them because that's their friends that are not 
here today versus, "We're going to count these days in this month because it's what 
we need to do." I don't know. We don't do calendar. We just didn't find it to be very 
beneficial or developmentally appropriate for all of them because they're all on so 
many different levels. 
 

Kristie: Right. Jen, remind me, are you in a public school building? 
 

Jen: Correct. 
 

Kristie: That's older kids too. Right? 
 

Jen: Yes. 
 

Kristie: Did you get pressured? Did people come into your classroom and go, "Hey, where's 
your calendar? What could be possibly going on in this classroom?" 
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Jen: 
 
[00:20:30] 

No. No one has actually ever asked us that, which I was surprised because I have 
heard of other PreK programs ... You have to do calendar. Even when I taught 
kindergarten, I didn't do calendar either. It just wasn't that interesting to them and 
it's so abstract for them, that concept of time. 
 

Kristie: 
 
 
 
[00:21:00] 

Right, right. Okay, thanks for letting me digress about calendar time, which we can do 
another whole podcast on. I think it's important because when people think about 10 
minutes or you said five or seven, they're like, "It takes us five or seven minutes to 
even get to Circle. Then by the time we do roles and jobs for the week and we do the 
calendar and we do the ..." It's a 20, 30, 40-minute adventure. Like you said, there's 
only two and a half hours, tops. 
 

Jen: We're not spending a whole lot of time doing whole group instruction because we 
know that it's not going to be most effective for our young learners. 
 

Kristie: 
 
 
[00:21:30] 
 
 
 
 
[00:22:00] 

Then we were talking a little bit about the trial and error and going with your adults. 
You definitely have a person that's leading Circle. You definitely have a person who is 
there to help shadow kids, who are there to decide, “do you want to come, do you 
want to go?” Others might be out in the classroom in the centers. This might be 
harder to say because I don't want to call out a particular colleague, but was it just 
hard for the four of you to get your rhythm down about kids coming and going? I can 
imagine even as a performer, right? Someone gets up to go to the bathroom. It 
breaks your flow. How did you guys grapple with your own disruptions of people 
coming and going? Then how did different adults know that kids needed support 
when you can't really talk to each other? You know what I mean? 
 

Jen: Right. It did take some trial and error on our part. 
 

Kristie: 
 
 
[00:22:30] 
 

Yeah, trial and error. Getting other adults to feel comfortable with being disrupted or 
allowing kids choice as well as just having that with-it-ness to know, "I'm needed over 
here and not over here." Talk a little bit about how you guys figured that out. You 
know, got your rhythm. 
 

Jen: We just also had to accept that kids were going to get up during Circle and that we 
couldn't freak out about it and be like, "What are you doing? Where are you going?" 
 

Kristie: Right. 
 

Jen: 
 
 
 
[00:23:00] 

That's something that we built in with our kiddos. It's always a choice to come. What 
if they have to go to the bathroom? We don't want them to feel like they have to sit 
there with us. It's okay. We've taught them that they don't even have to say, "I don't 
want to be here anymore." Some still will. Some will be like, "When can I leave?" 
You're like, "You can always leave. You don't ever have to stay." It took some time for 
us but luckily as far as developmental goes, we're all on the same page as far as  
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what's best for kids and what's developmentally appropriate. I'm very fortunate to 
work with a group of people who share that same vision with me, and that makes it 
easier, then, to have that more developmentally appropriate time. 
 

 
[00:23:30] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:24:00] 

The rest of the staff who aren't with Circle Time are just monitoring those kids, 
checking on those kiddos in centers, making sure that there's nothing that they need. 
This person who is close in proximity to Circle is checking on the kiddos who are at 
Circle. Are they engaged? Are they enjoying it? If they're looking like they're sad or 
just lost, then they might go up to them and just suggest, "It's okay if you want to go 
try something else or if you want to come back for another song." We always start it 
off with a song first. That way it doesn't have all that commotion of coming in when 
we're actually trying to maybe do something or talk to them about something. That 
song that we pick is the transition time to come over to group. 
 

Kristie: I have a weird question for you. People are going to think I have this really low self-
esteem, but I can imagine if I were co-teaching, if kids always left my Circle but not 
my colleague's ... Do you ever notice that or worry about that? I would worry about 
that for some silly reason. 
 

Jen: 
[00:24:30] 

Yeah. I think that definitely maybe was a concern in the beginning because we're very 
similar in our philosophies, but we're different teachers obviously. 
 

Kristie: Right, right. 
 

Jen: I think we just had to accept that, that maybe some days I'm less interesting than my 
co-teacher. My co-teacher is really interesting today because today she's using the 
mystery box. Everyone is coming. 
 

Kristie: "Oh, that mystery box. It has nothing to do with me." 
 

Jen: 
 
[00:25:00] 

Yeah. It just depends. Really I think the biggest thing is just letting go of how you feel 
personally about it and not taking it personally when the kiddos want to get up and 
go. It's not that you're being boring or maybe you are. I don't know. 
 

Kristie: Right. Yeah. 
 

Jen: Not taking it so personal that you're going to be upset about it. 
 

Kristie: Did you say you guys started this last year? 
 

Jen: 
 
 
[00:25:30] 

We started it in the middle of school last year, making it a choice, which was very 
difficult for the children to understand because in the beginning it was, "No, you all 
have to come." Then as we progressed through the year, we're like, "Well let's try 
this." Our coordinator suggested it and we decided to give it a whirl. It was a lot more  
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challenging I felt like last year because it was halfway through the school year that we 
tried to make it a choice where this year, it's been so much smoother because it was 
right off the bat that it was a choice. 
 

Kristie: Okay. 
 

Jen: That's something I recommend, is starting that off from Day One. 
 

Kristie: What about when you get new kids? 
 

Jen: We let them know too. 
 

Kristie: Okay. 
 

Jen: 
[00:26:00] 

If I'm going around to invite them that day or my co-teacher, we would say, "We're 
going to have Circle Time. If you want to come over and check it out, you can. If it's 
not very interesting to you or you want to go back to what you were doing, that's 
okay too." We just let them know that it's always something they can come and try. If 
they don't like it or they're not interested, then it's okay for them to go back to 
centers. 
 

Kristie: Jen, it sounds like you had some administrative support initially in the sense that it 
was your coordinator's suggestion. What do you call it? Do you call it open door, open 
... What do you call this? Choice? 
 

Jen: 
[00:26:30] 

Choice group. 

Kristie: Choice group. 
 

Jen: Choice group. It's a choice to come and that's what we tell the kids. "It's your choice 
to come to group. It's your choice not to come to group." 
 

Kristie: 
 
 
[00:27:00] 
 

Have you had any pushback from when, let's say someone comes to evaluate you? 
Either your building principal or for the ECERS or for ... Have parents wondered or 
anything like that, that you could share with people how you worked around systems 
level barriers? 
 

Jen: 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:27:30] 

We have had some parents ask more than anybody else. Our admin is totally onboard 
with it. As far as ECERS goes, they actually state that children should be allowed to 
leave if they're not interested. That actually aligns exactly with what we're hoping to 
do. As far as parents go, we just explain to them that sometimes they're just maybe 
not ready for all that yet. They're not ready to be sitting and singing songs with us and 
maybe instead counting the kids who are absent. We talk about maybe our vocab for 
the week or whatever during that time too. Maybe they're just not ready for that.  
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That's okay. We'll try to find a way to maybe encourage them to come at another 
time. 
 

 
 
 
 
[00:28:00] 

We might highlight something. I know there's two kiddos in the morning class who 
just never come to Circle. I might try to catch them doing something, building or 
working with a friend, and take a picture of that with the iPad. Then I would let them 
know, "Hey, today at Circle I'm going to show your picture of what you did." Well, 
then they're more interested in coming over then because it's something that has to 
do with them versus, "I'm trying to give you all this content because I want to do all 
these things," where we really want them to be involved in Circle Time. It's not just 
me spitting out information at them. 
 

Kristie: 
 
 
[00:28:30] 

Let's talk about that a little bit deeper, Jen. I know that people say, "I've got certain 
content that I cover during Circle." If a kid, like you said, there's a couple that just 
don't choose to do it. Where are they getting that content is what people fear. When 
you think about a pacing guide or when you think about what you're teaching, how 
do you create other opportunities if it's not at Circle? You still only have two and a 
half hours. Have you felt like they've missed something or do you just ... Yeah. 
 

Jen: 
 
 
[00:29:00] 

We'll try to maybe give them that and the small groups during Center Time. If it's 
something related to a vocab word, we do an activator at the door when the students 
are coming in for the day. Our vocab word is there. We have our vocab around in our 
centers with pictures in English and Spanish and things like that. We can still give 
them those things that they might have missed. If they miss the whole group 
counting, we'll count with them with whatever center they're at. We'll bring that 
content to them. 
 

Kristie: Yeah. I love that because I always feel like it's such a myth that just because I covered 
it, you got it. 
 

Jen: Right. 
 

Kristie: 
[00:29:30] 

It makes me feel good that you all sat there and I delivered it, but really if the neurons 
aren't firing, then you're not learning anyway. I don't know why we get ourselves into 
this loop of, they have to be in front of me to get it. Why can't I get in front of them? 
Go to them. 
 

Jen: 
 
 
 
 
[00:30:00] 

Exactly. Just go to them. We've got three, four and five-year-olds. We have such a 
mixed group. Some of our kiddos, it's not realistic for them to sit for even seven 
minutes. A three-year-old with developmental delays is just ... It's not going to 
happen. To try to bang your head against the wall trying to get them to is just ... 
You're wasting your energy. Just go to them and bring that content to them on their 
level so it can be tiered to meet their needs. 
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Kristie: 
 
 
 
 
[00:30:30] 
 
 
 
 
[00:31:00] 
 

 
Yeah. Fabulous. All right. We started off saying some of the things we like and don't 
like, mostly didn't like because I prompted it, about Circle Time. This fear we have of 
not being able to cover the content, or it's not fair if everybody gets to come and go 
as they want, or kids won't be really ready for kindergarten, where there's no 
freedom and choice any longer. I'm being overly dramatic. Now we've talked a little 
bit about a solution, which is this open door policy. This choice group. Now that we've 
gotten an idea of it, are there any things that ... You've hinted at things that you guys 
did by trial and error and things that you could see now worked better, like starting at 
the beginning of the year or stuff like that. Are there any other lessons learned, things 
to watch out for, suggestions you would have for people around the globe that want 
to give this a try? 
 

Jen: I think you really just have to be willing to accept the fact that maybe at first when 
you're doing choice group, they might not all come. As you go on and as you're 
finding things that are going to be meaningful to them and interesting to them, I'm 
surprised how many come. On most days, most of them do come. 
 

Kristie: Okay. 
 

Jen: 
[00:31:30] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:32:00] 

I'm always surprised by how many do decide to come over. Some come for different 
parts of group. Some will come for the song and then some come because we dismiss 
from group. We have an ABC group. We take pictures of them. If your name starts 
with V and your name is Veronica, then you can go pick a center. Some kids will only 
come for that part. They just want to see their picture in the book. We're okay with 
that but it took us a long time to get to that point. It's not something that happened 
overnight. We really had to just look at ourselves as teachers. "Why are we doing 
whole group Circle Time for three, four and five-year-olds? What do we want them to 
get out of it? What is the point of doing it?" 
 

 We really had to be willing to think about that and accept the fact that some kids just 
aren't ready to have to sit there and listen to whatever it is you're doing or they're 
just not interested. That's okay. You can give them that content during Center Time or 
at another time. It doesn't have to be during Circle Time. 
 

Kristie: 
[00:32:30] 

Do you think that having the purposefully open centers and then going back to 
centers on the book ends of Circle has been part of your magic? Had you guys played 
with different schedules? 
 

Jen: 
 
 
 
[00:33:00] 

I think so because in the beginning we'd try to do an opening Circle. Then we tried to 
do closing Circle. It really wasn't working for the flow of our class and for the kiddos. It 
just was too much. We decided to let them play first. Let them have their time to do 
that first. They don't need to come in right off the bat and first thing we're giving 
them is all this information. And people said, "Well how do they know what's new in 
centers? How do they know where to go if something is different?" As we transition  
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in from outside, we're giving them that information. "Oh, today you might want to go 
check it out. We have a music center now. Or in science, you might want to see 
what's new. We put up new pictures. We have a new game in science." 
 

 
 
[00:33:30] 

We're letting them know that information as they're coming in from their outside 
play. They're still getting that information because that was a question a lot of people 
had asked us. "Well how do they know what's happening for the day?" We're giving 
them that, just in a different way. 
 

Kristie: Yeah. Makes perfect sense. What about roles then and jobs? Things like that. Do you 
guys fuss with that? 
 

Jen: We don't. 
 

Kristie: Okay. 
 

Jen: Yeah. We don't have jobs. They'll get that, I'm sure, in kindergarten and first and 
second and third and fourth. We just decided it just ... 
 

Kristie: 
[00:34:00] 

Yeah. Or adulthood when you have to get a job, right? 
 

Jen: 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:34:30] 
 

Right. You'll have plenty of time to have a job. Yeah, we just decided that it wasn't 
something we needed to do. We used to always analyze our question of the day 
during home group. Then we realized there are some kids who just ... They don't care 
about analyzing the question of the day. That's also a choice now. We invite the 
kiddos to come over and do that. Then they can come over if they want to. Not during 
group time. Separate time, but we just had to change up what we were doing at 
group to make it more meaningful for them and engaging for them. 
 

Kristie: 
 
 
 
[00:35:00] 

I love that. I'm going to begin to wrap things up and I'm going to invite those that are 
listening, that they can tweet you @JLDavis312 if they want to ask a question, if they 
want to share a similar journey that they've been on. @JLDavis312. I'll put that in the 
podcast notes as well. Then just keep in mind, for those of you that have made it all 
the way to the end of this episode, Jen and I will have this handout for you that will 
put some of these key ideas, the highlights, the things about aiming to build a sense 
of belonging and what Jen talked about in terms of really wanting to build 
community, not compliance. We'll have some strategies about the part where she just 
ended again. Be really clear about what your purpose of having whole group or 
having large group is, “what is your what”? Why are you doing this? 
 

 
[00:35:30] 
 
 

That helped them decide not to do calendar or not to do jobs, where else they could 
deliver instruction. Then the big one that's always my takeaway is that neurons that 
fire together are the ones that are wiring together. We can always look like we're 
teaching and learning, but are we really? I appreciate that. It's clear from the work  
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[00:36:00] 

 
that you and your colleagues have done that you've kept that ... The diverse needs of 
your kids, the developmental readiness of each of your kids, and their interests, at 
heart. I thank you so much for joining me today. I just look forward to seeing where 
this goes. 
 

Jen: Yes. Thank you for having me. It was great. 
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