
Four Basic Elements for Leading 
Successful Book/Poetry Discussion Circles 

 

 Be familiar/comfortable with the materials 
○ Spend time with the poem or other text you will be discussing in your circle. Find the 

places that really interest you and make you curious. Build your questions from those 
places, but be open to questions which come from the curiosity and interest of your 
circle members once you begin the discussion. 

 

 Ask open-ended questions 

○ If your questions begin with What’s your reaction to…  Why do you think… and How… 
you are asking open-ended questions.  

○ If your question only has one answer, is easily answerable with a ―yes‖ or ―no‖, or 
clearly drives circle members to reach a specific conclusion, you are not asking an 
open-ended question. 

○ Open-ended questions allow the space for participants to think critically about what 
they and others are saying. Your discussion should strive to create dialogue—not 
necessarily consensus—about the topic at hand. 

 

 Create a “safer”, judgment-free and respectful space 
○ Be intentional about the opening and closing practices/rituals you use to bookend 

your discussion. This can be key to connecting all the themes that arise during your 
discussion and reinforce the value of the time and energy everyone contributes. 

○ Use everyone’s first name, sit in the circle with your participants, and be genuinely 
curious about what everyone shares. This is incredibly valuable for creating an 
equalizing space that communicates the tone you want everyone to bring to the circle. 

○ Be your genuine self while in the circle. React honestly to what comes up in 
conversation, but be careful not to dominate the space with your own responses. As a 
facilitator/leader, you can set the tone for people to be natural and honest, but your 
main task is to hold the space for the exploration and conversation of your group 
members. 

 

 Allow self-determined levels of participation by members of the circle 
○ Validate each person’s choices about how they want to participate – to read, to pass, 

to write or not, to share verbally or to actively listen. Allow people to do what they 
feel comfortable doing, as they feel comfortable doing it. 

○ Create opportunities for people who may be hanging back to get into the discussion 
if they’d like (direct a question specifically to that person in a non-pressuring manner, 
make eye contact with them, read non-verbal cues that indicate they may be trying to 
join the discussion). 


