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THE STAGE OF INCLUSION
Now let’s look a bit closer at how this works. Notice on the Tribes Trail Map 
the separate individuals coming into a classroom, or into a staff or organiza-
tion’s meeting. As mentioned earlier, the scale at the bottom of the map indi-
cates the degree of structuring that the leader, or teacher-facilitator, needs to 
provide for people as they come from their many separate paths. Each person 
entering the group is unique in his/her life experience and perceives the new 
classroom situation or meeting out of a personal complex of diverse needs and 
expectations. All newcomers to any group feel an initial anxiety and have many 
unspoken questions:

 ✦ I wonder if I’ll like this classroom.

 ✦ Will the teacher and other kids like me?

 ✦ How will they get to know me? I feel scared.

 ✦ Why am I nervous? 

 ✦ What will we be doing?

 ✦ I wish this were the end of the day, not the beginning.

Knowing this, your responsibility is to live up to the name “facilitator,” which 
means “one who makes it easy.” If people stay immersed in these initial anxieties, 
they cannot learn and in time will demonstrate acting-out or dropping-out 
behaviors. Remember how the brain works? In fear or anxiety, the brain down-
shifts into a lower state and is not available to reason or learn. Immersed in anxi-
ety, students will take to their own comfort zones...which may not be positive for 
either themselves or others. A student may simply show restlessness, shuffle 
papers, get a stomach ache, or in time become regarded as one more learning dis-
ability. A teacher who never feels comfortable in her faculty may be inattentive at 

INCLUSION
In order to have INCLUSION, three opportunities must be provided: 

 l. Each person needs to be able to INTRODUCE HERSELF, not just by stat-
ing a name but offering a short description of her feelings, interests, 
resources, talents, or special qualities.

 2. Each person needs to be able to EXPRESS HIS HOPES OR EXPECTATIONS 
for what will happen during the group’s time together. 

 3. Each person needs to BE ACKNOWLEDGED by the group as having 
been heard, appreciated, and welcomed.

Tribes is a process…

the music for all of 

the words!
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meetings, irritable with students, and simply suffer through to the 
end of the year.

In a classroom it may take several days or weeks for all 
students to present themselves to the total class or within 
a small group. In organizational settings (like faculty 
meetings), initial inclusion means gaining adequate 
recognition and the same opportunity to present oneself 
prior to tasks and agendas. It means balancing persons 

and tasks. This is what makes the big difference in how 
people finally are able to work together. 

As soon as possible the facilitator begins to model and discuss the basic four 
agreements that make the Tribes process work well. By having people first meet in 
small temporary groupings (pairs or triads), initial anxiety is alleviated and inclu-
sion begins to happen. Observe any organization of more than six people. People 
very naturally sub-group or arrive at a meeting with one or two others in order to 
feel less anxious. The intentional use of small temporary groups (sometimes called 
“trial tribes”) early in a meeting makes it easier for all to feel included at least with 
a few others before relating to a larger group of people. Using our process, leaders 
of large conferences sub-group hundreds of people early in the gathering just to 
guarantee that no one is isolated. Agenda items can even be submitted from all of 
the small groups in order to include everyone’s expectations.

Inclusion is a basic human need, and unless it is met people feel vulnerable and 
defensive. The saying “a camel is a horse designed by a committee” most certainly 
refers to a committee whose members attempted to undertake a task without first 
having achieved inclusion together. Time spent up front, building inclusion and 
trust is the most valuable commitment a group can make. Although it takes a bit 
longer at first, the pay-off in achievement makes all the difference! 

THE STAGE OF INFLUENCE
As mellow as the stage of inclusion can be, in time a very natural restlessness will 
be seen throughout the community. The restlessness is a good sign, because it 
means people do feel included and are ready to work together. You will begin to 
notice that

 ✦ Members are taking more initiative and speaking up to you; they may be 
making suggestions, asking confronting questions, and even criticizing the 
current leadership

 ✦ People are discussing or questioning group goals, ways to work together, and 
how decisions are being made

 ✦ People are not being as polite or as patient with each other

 ✦ Conflicts are beginning to arise.

Invite the pelican that 

soars over the Tribes 

Trail to be your constant 

companion. Her name is 

Reflection. She will tell 

you, rather immodestly, 

that she makes the 

Tribes process work well 

anywhere. At times, you 

will want to ignore her 

calls: “ timeout,” “stop 

the action, teacher,” 

“ time to reflect,” or 

“what’s happening 

now?” Reflection knows 

that if you watch from 

the bird’s eye view, 

classroom management 

goes more smoothly. 

Reflection is a wise bird 

who can describe just 

what she saw or heard 

while people worked 

together. You will find 

her questions on the 

pages of every Tribes 

strategy. Reflection 

clears up confusion and 

helps everyone soar to 

greater heights.
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THE COMMUNITY CIRCLE
The special spirit of community doesn’t just happen in a classroom or organiza-
tion by having people work in small groups, or by using randomly selected cooper-
ative learning activities. Building community is a deliberate process that a teacher 
or leader facilitates over a period of time. It begins by creating inclusion for every 
person within the intended learning community and by practicing the set of posi-
tive Tribes agreements: 

 ✦ Attentive listening

 ✦ Appreciation/No put-downs

 ✦ Right to pass/Participate

 ✦ Mutual respect

It takes several weeks for all students within a new class to be able to know 
everyone else. The purpose of the time is to give students many opportunities to 
present themselves in positive ways. During this time, the teacher not only will be 
selecting many of the Tribes inclusion strategies from this book, but will be teach-
ing collaborative social skills and engaging students in honoring agreements. She 
will also be modeling the skills and agreements. 

Experienced Tribes teachers may have students meet several times each day in 
a community circle for sharing, discussions on curricula, learning collaborative 
skills, reflecting on the day, and celebrating. 

The daily community circle is step one in implementing the essential protective 
factors that foster resiliency: caring and sharing, participation, and positive expec-
tations. 

At the same time that a teacher begins to help students become familiar with 
the community circle process, he also begins to have people get together in pairs, 
triads, and groups of four or five, as an additional way to promote inclusion and to 
begin working together on academic topics. 

INCLUSION EXAMPLE: “Find two people you still do not know very well and 
for five minutes share your favorite summer outdoor activity.”

ACADEMIC EXAMPLE: “Turn to a neighbor and for a few minutes discuss what 
you would have done if you had been Rosa Parks in her situation.” 

This use of temporary small groups helps to make the transition to long-term 
Tribes membership groups. It also gives the teacher an opportunity to see how 
different combinations of students work together. 

When I first heard 

about Tribes, I said, 

‘Good. It’s about time 

that non-native people 

realize how much 

Anishnoabe people have 

to offer.’ The community 

circle is like our Healing 

Circle. It allows everyone 

a chance to be seen, to 

speak, and to be heard. 

Each of us has a 

different way of looking 

at things. We can learn 

from each other. It’s good 

to listen and watch. 

When you watch, you 

see everything. You 

learn to give to other 

people and you see 

different ways to deal 

with problems. 
—anne wilSon,  

oj i Bwe elder ,  

manitou r ap idS  

f i r St  nat ion,  

ontar io,  Canada
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GETTING STARTED
So there you are with twenty-six faces looking up at you expectantly. How do we 
get started? Remember the Tribes Trail Map? Yes, here in the beginning it is up to 
you to be directive...to help all become comfortable and feel included. Your pri-
mary responsibility is to make it safe for people to share and for you to affirm how 
glad you are that they are part of the learning community. The quality of the class-
room environment is strongly influenced by your personal style, the behavior that 
you model and expect from your students. What is talked about during a commu-
nity circle session is usually less important at this point than how the group inter-
acts together. 

Here’s an example of the community circle experience. You have chosen the 
strategy “Five Tribles.” First, be sure that all people are sitting in a circle large 
enough so that each person can see all the other faces. Your students will probably 
chatter among themselves while the circle is being formed. Be patient and observe 
their interactions. Soon they will settle down and you can get started.

Tell them, “This year our class will be working together in some new 
ways—in small groups, so that people can help each other learn and learn from 
each other. We will meet often as a whole class, talking together in a community 
circle like this.”

Somewhere during this first introduction, raise your hand and tell the 
class that this is how you will ask for attention. It is a non-verbal sig-
nal. Whenever people see the teacher’s raised hand it means that 
everyone also raises his or her hand and stops talking. You might state 
that using the signal means they will never have to hear you shout. 

“Now how many people would like that? (Ask for a show of hands.) It is 
also a great test of our awareness, or consciousness. Are the same people the 

first to notice?” 

GIVING INSTRUCTIONS
Describe the activity or task that the community will be doing, and give the 
purpose for doing it. For example: “Look at the faces of these five little crea-

tures, called “Tribles,” and choose one that seems to be 
what you feel like this morning. It is important 
for us to hear how everyone is today before we 
begin to work together.” Manage the time by 
asking students to make their statements in one 
or two sentences, a phrase or word. Some initial 
strategies, other than the “Five Tribles,” that 
may be appropriate for your students are 
Community Circle Topics, Zoo-Animals and 
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JOY. Check the Tribes Strategy Grid in Chapter 13 to make selections for age, 
grade level and population groups. The primary purpose of Tribes active learning 
strategies is for teachers to use them as structures (formats) for the active learn-
ing of academic material.

INITIATING SHARING
The teacher-facilitator initiates sharing by saying 
something like, “This morning I feel like the middle 
Trible, quiet but not excited. I think that is because I 
was up rather late last night.” Then, “Let’s go around 
the circle starting with you Jennifer.” Remind every-
one they have the right-to-pass. When someone does 
pass, openly acknowledge the person with a nod or 
smile to convey that it is all right. After going around the 
circle once, facilitate a second go-around to give those who 
hesitated to speak the first time a second opportunity. It is often help-
ful to pass a physical object such as a feather, bean bag, “talking pencil,” stuffed 
animal, etc., from speaker to speaker. This helps younger children and special 
learners, who may have shorter attention spans. It also works well with those folks 
of any age who cannot stop talking even if no one is listening. Set a time limit for 
holding the physical object.

KEEPING THINGS MOVING
It is best not to repeat, paraphrase or comment on anyone’s contribution. Make 
mental notes on things you want to bring up later. However, if someone gets put 
down by the group (derisive laughter, groans, etc.) deal with the incident in a 
direct but matter-of-fact way. “People, remember the agreement that we made 
about not putting anyone down.”  Or, ask the group, “Which agreement do we 
seem to be ignoring?” And let the class identify it rather than you.

LEARNING AND PRACTICING TRIBES AGREEMENTS
The second purpose of the community circle is to teach and practice the Tribes 
agreements and other basic social skills. Announce the skill to be practiced for a 
certain time: “Class, we will be practicing attentive listening during our ten min-
utes of sharing.” Be sure that the time is well within your students’ abilities. Begin 
by transferring responsibility to the class by asking one or two people to keep 
track of the time, and later have them ask, “How well did people listen to each to 
other?” The class can also discuss and post “Spotlight Behaviors” that time-keep-
ers select and look for during circle time. At the close of the circle discussion the 
time-keepers can identify people who demonstrated a “Spotlight Behavior.” The 
rest of the class can guess which behaviors were spotlighted. Kids love this, and 
try to demonstrate all of the behaviors during circle time.


