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Podcast 25: Why Goldilocks Isn’t A Fan Of Circle Time 
Episode notes: https://prekteachandplay.com/podcast25/  

 

Hi fellow Early Childhood Solutionaries. This is Kristie, and I'm excited to talk to you today about 
how do we continue to reframe our perspectives about what matters most when we're 
planning experiences for young children? In particular, today's episode continues the dive into 
our beliefs and our habits around whole group instruction like Circle Time and whether or not 
the desired outcomes that we hold in our hearts and in our mind can actually be achieved. So, 
the bottom line question, can whole group or large group meet the needs of diverse groups of 
young children? Well, the answer, of course, is somewhere in what I often call the ‘messy 
middle’, meaning there's not a really clear path. There's not a clear yes or no, right or wrong. So 
where does that leave us and what can we do to really feel like we're making a difference that 
we can figure out what matters most when planning experiences for young children? 

Well, let me start by explaining a little bit about the title for today's episode. It's all about 
Goldilocks and whether or not she actually likes Circle Time. So what does that mean? Well, for 
those of you who are big Vygotsky fans, you'll understand this in the phrase, "zone of proximal 
development." Sometimes I like to call that the sweet spot. It's the place where learning is both 
optimal and optimized. You can also think about this zone of proximal development or the 
sweet spot as a Goldilocks state. It's this place where all the factors come together. There's just 
the right amount of novelty and arousal to create curiosity. There's just the right amount of 
support to allow for perseverance and focal attention. This is where we get the Goldilocks. 

You know when things are just right. They're not too hot; they're not too cold. They're not too 
soft; they're not too hard. It's just right. So my argument is that when children are in this sort of 
Goldilocks state, this zone of proximal development has been thought of and considered, when 
we're in that sweet spot, this is where learning from the experience that we've designed is 
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possible and the barriers to learning start to disappear. For me, I don't experience very many 
whole group activities like Circle Times where there are many children (or adults, for that 
matter) in the Goldilocks state. So you see the problem? Kind of experienced it yourself 
probably. So, what do we do? Do we stop doing Circle Time and other whole group activities? 

Well, some of you who know me, maybe the answer is yes. But there can be a less radical way 
to achieve Goldilocks state that, well, has to do with knowing about the child's interests and 
their preferences and not worrying about things like equality or even equity. So let me break it 
down, and while I do, keep in mind that we're trying to achieve this way of designing and 
delivering authentic experiences that really honor and value a child's uniqueness and it 
provides just the right amount of support at their place in development right now. So we're 
trying to create this Goldilocks state more and more through these authentic experiences. 

Let's start with this notion of equality and equity. For any of you who have been to a 
professional development with me, you've likely seen the image or maybe you've just seen it 
around on the internet where there are these three children of different heights watching a 
baseball game behind a fence. If you take this image, the argument that was originally made 
was that if we strive for this notion of equality, we're going to give every child the same thing. It 
doesn't really help the situation. So we've got a child who's tall, medium-sized, and rather 
short. So we're going to give each of them an equal-sized box to stand on. That's where that 
notion of equality comes in. 

Everybody gets the same thing. Well, it doesn't really work out because the child who was tall 
could see over the fence already and didn't need the box. The child who is of medium-height 
now actually can see above the fence, and the child who's rather short, even with the box, is 
still not able to see over the fence. People said, "Ah, let's focus on equity instead of equality." 
Equity would be, "I'm going to give what is needed, not that everybody gets the same thing." 
But even in that case, many would say, "Okay, that's nice. Now all three can see the baseball 
game," but some would argue that the point was missed and that we should have been more 
concerned with the fence versus after the fact or retrofitting access; that when we remove the 
fence, the barrier, we then liberate children or groups of children. So the idea was don't try to 
give them equity, but remove barriers in the first place. 

 

But then others said, "That doesn't go far enough," and that there are true issues of social 
injustice and that we're not even factoring in this gift of human resilience that is lost on this 
image. For me, as much as I love it, I'd say we could even go one step forward, and that's back 
to the original assumption that the goal or the desired outcome is that everyone should be able 
to see the baseball game. That's what we're working towards. We're saying, "Everyone's trying 
to see the baseball game. How can we ensure that they are able to do that?" But, did we ever 
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stop and ask what is it that we're actually trying to accomplish here, and is it grounded in what 
the children actually want and need? 

So if any of the three children in the picture are like my husband, he would just as soon have a 
fence between him and a baseball game. He has absolutely no interest in watching, listening, or 
otherwise discussing baseball. So did you see the error in the way we go about this problem, 
about how we go to find a solution? We assume the goal in the very first place was to ensure 
everyone could watch the game, but we didn't consider if that was the right goal for each of the 
individual children. So let's try to make a parallel to something like Circle Time. 

If we make the move from this notion of equality (that's where many people start off ) then we 
have the same expectations, the same directions, the same support, the same instruction, the 
same outcomes, and everybody gets the same stuff. If you don't come to Circle Time, you will 
miss out, so it's not equal. So some have moved to equity and they have said, "Okay, let's sort 
of think about how do we scaffold and support children differently so that they get what they 
need." Same outcomes are still being targeted, still want children to participate, but we're 
going to think more about equity and equality. Maybe some of you have even moved towards 
liberation and you're doing more Universal Design for Learning in the first place. 

You're thinking about multiple means of expression, representation, and engagement that is 
upfront planning versus after the fact retrofitting. Maybe even some of you have thought about 
social injustices or individual differences by removing barriers such as really reducing those 
biological, emotional, cognitive stressors. So you're really moving beyond this idea of just 
equality and equity. But, for me, the problem is we've still got the same ‘what’ across all of 
these iterations, all of these efforts. We're still trying to get all the children to participate in 
Circle Time. Perhaps, the real magic and the real learning occurs when we aim to have a 
different ‘what’ or a different expectation, which is really based upon the individual interest of 
each child. 

Okay, so if you're holding on to all of that in your prefrontal cortex, what does it look like in 
practice? What does it mean for Goldilocks to find that sweet spot at Circle Time? How do we 
ensure activities and experiences are creating this optimal opportunity for learning? Well, one 
thing is to consider that we offer Circle Time or other large group activities as a choice. So this is 
this idea that when we want to be responsive, it's really hard when we have 8, 12, 24, 30 
children all in the same group activity, and so when it becomes a child's choice whether or not 
to participate, that already starts to free us up. I'll put a link to Podcast 16 in the show notes 
because if you haven't already, you'll want to listen to my conversation with Jen Davis, an ECE 
revolutionary from Las Vegas, who talks about how she accomplished offering Circle Time as a 
choice. The episode also includes videos of what it looks like when she's offering Circle Time as 
a choice for those of you who don't believe this can actually work. 
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When we think about allowing Goldilocks to really like and find the sweet spot during Circle 
Time, it can also mean that we strive to create what my colleague Barbara Avila describes as 
‘curiosity to you’. I'll put a link to her work in the show notes as well. In particular, in her blog 
on curiosity, Barb talks about how when we create curiosity, particularly for children with 
autism, it's really requiring that we take significant and purposeful and rather artful effort in 
order to find and ensure and provide opportunities for the child to become curious about us 
before we start worrying about other outcomes. So in her blog, she unpacks how to help a child 
connect first to you to be curious about you and to engage in what she calls ‘mini moments’ so 
that these bigger moments of sustained joint attention and social reciprocity can actually occur. 
That's what's going on at Circle Time. There's tons of opportunities for drawing attention and 
social reciprocity, but we need to first have this missing ingredient of ‘curiosity to you’. 

Then a third way of thinking about, “How do we ensure that Goldilocks is a good match for 
Circle Time or other group activities?”, is aiming to be more mindful and practicing attuned 
communication as my friend and colleague Laura Fish would describe. So when she talks about 
being mindful, and in particular, engaging in and practicing attuned communication and 
interaction, she's basically just saying, “Tune in to the child's perspective”. So while you're 
engaged with them, speaking of being curious, be curious about their ‘internal landscape’ is 
what she calls it. What are they thinking? What are they feeling? What is their level of 
understanding? When you consider  

the child's perspective, when you think about their perspective as you're designing and 
delivering experiences, they start to get the message that you see them, that you hear them, 
that they matter. 

If you feel like this notion of being attuned is just a little too soft, Laura would be quick to 
remind us that attunement is believed to be one of the nine functions of that wonderful 
prefrontal cortex. Again, I have linked to more about mindfulness and attuned communication 
in the show notes if you're interested in seeing more about Laura's work. 

So we've got this idea of Circle Time or other large group activities being a choice. We've got 
this idea emerging about creating curiosity, and we've got this idea about being tuned into the 
child's perspective. For me, what all that comes down to is that we have to set different 
outcomes for different children in the same activity. When we know what our ‘what’ is and we 
identify, locate, figure out, say to the world, "This is my ‘what’", and that is based upon a deep 
understanding of children's current abilities and current interests, that's when we have been 
able to honor and value where that child is right now, not where we want them to be someday. 

So when we allow for choice, when we spark curiosity, when we practice attunement and when 
we base all of those expectations and goals upon a child's interest, that's when Goldilocks will 
love Circle Time. 
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Speaking of love, as always, I'd love to come to your district to connect with, train, and 
encourage other inspired educators. So contact me at KristiePF to speak at your next 
conference or professional development event.  

Thank you, Solutionaries, for all you do to help children thrive in school and in life. 
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