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Abstract 

A student’s sense of belonging to the school environment is vital to student engagement and 

success. Students’ feelings of belonging can directly impact the decision to attend school or to 

not attend. This is particularly true of students who are in the alternate school system and to 

whom belonging may be an issue. Students who attend an alternate school often already have 

challenges both their life and their experiences in traditional schools. Research has shown that 

there are ways to support students in gaining a deeper understanding of themselves as well as 

develop strategies to help them navigate their world. Research has also shown that using tools 

such as the Circle of Courage© as well as journals have helped to give students at-risk the 

foundation they may need to succeed and also to discover a sense of belonging in their schools. 

This project provides a guided journal based on the Circle of Courage -West Coast Style and 

seeks to support students while they explore their own identity, strengths, passions, as well as 

teach them self-reflection skills so that they will begin to develop a sense of belonging to their 

school communities. The guiding desire is to create an effective tool, namely a reflective journal, 

based on the Circle of Courage – West Coast Style to help deepen alternate school students’ 

sense of belonging.  

Keywords: Circle of Courage, journal, alternate school, self-reflection, belonging 
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Definitions of Key Terms  

 

It is important to note that there are several terms which are used in this applied master’s 

project that may be in need of definition. 

Circle of Courage:  The term Circle of Courage is used with the verbal permission of Dr. Larry 

Brendtro during a workshop I attended in Victoria BC, April 25, 2014 as well as through email 

communication on April 15, 2018. Dr. Brendtro along with Dr. Brokenleg and Dr. Van Bockern 

wrote the book Reclaiming Youth at Risk: Our Hope for the Future, where they explain the 

Circle of Courage.  

 The Circle of Courage - West Coast Style: The Circle of Courage - West Coast Style refers to 

the journal (see Appendix A), that is being created for this Master of Special Education Project. 

Aboriginal: The name Aboriginal includes Indigenous, First Nations, Metis, and Inuit Peoples 

of Canada. At times the terms Indian and Native may be used in the context of the texts, articles, 

and/or legal documents that may be used to aid in this study and are only used when needed for 

reference purposes.  

Engagement: Engagement is used to refer to a student’s level of commitment to being at school 

and to making progress in their academic studies. It also includes the level of participation in 

electives, school wide assemblies, and class activities such as group lunches.  

Risk Factors/At-Risk: Risk factors are defined as individual or environmental characteristics, 

conditions, or behaviours which increase the probability that students may not be able to or 

choose not to come to school.   
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School Connectedness: School connectedness refers to the belief by students that the staff and 

peers in the school care about their learning as well as about them as individuals. 
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Chapter 1 

 Introduction 

 

 “Educating the mind without educating the heart is no education at all.” (Credited to Aristotle) 

(Wass, 2018) 

Overview 

 

This Master of Education in Special Education applied project paper focuses on the 

importance of helping students in an alternate school setting develop a sense of belonging. This 

chapter will take the reader through discovery and enactment of a school philosophy based on 

the Medicine Wheel and the Circle of Courage (Brendtro, Brokenleg, & Van Bockern, 2002). 

Included is an overview of how a new circle was developed to help alternate students connect to 

a west coast version of the original circle. The importance of students actively learning about the 

philosophies of the Circle of Courage (belonging, independence, generosity, mastery) so that 

they can develop a deeper sense of belonging in school is discussed. This project aims to 

facilitate an exploration of students’ self-awareness through the use of a reflection journal based 

on the Circle of Courage – West Coast Style.  

The motivation for this project is the desire is to create an effective tool, namely a 

reflective journal, based on the Circle of Courage – West Coast Style to help deepen 

alternate school students’ sense of belonging. By learning the philosophies behind the original 

Circle of Courage, and learning how to self-reflect through the use of a journal, students will 

develop a sense of belonging and thus, engagement and attendance will increase. The research is 

guided by the search for the best type of journal tool to supplement the Circle of Courage West 

Coast Style format to deepen students’ sense of belonging. 
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Context: Alternate Schools and a Sense of Belonging 

Alternative education programs have existed in British Columbia since the 1960s and 

were created to assist youth who were struggling in mainstream schools (Alternate Education 

Program - Province of British Columbia, n.d.). Although the programs seem to be in a constant 

state of evolving pedagogy, the foundational philosophies have remained unchanged in that they 

continue to “assist youth to successfully attain an education in a supportive, nurturing and non-

judgmental environment” (Smith et al.,  2007, p. 7). 

The British Columbia Ministry of Education defines alternate education as facilities that 

“focus on educational, social and emotional issues for students whose needs are not being met in 

a traditional school program” (n.d.). Teachers who work in alternate schools are to deliver the 

curriculum using differentiated instruction, as well as connect students to intensified counselling 

services based on their needs.  When differentiated instruction is used in the classroom, students 

are able to learn successfully as educators provide “different avenues to acquiring content, to 

processing or making sense of ideas, and to developing products" (Tomlinson, 2001, p. 1). 

Alternate schools now exist in almost every school district across British Columbia. The reasons 

they exist are as vast as the schools themselves. As one can see from the studies conducted by 

the McCreary Centre, there are some common themes that thread through alternate settings, such 

as providing an education to those who may not otherwise have the opportunity (Smith, et al., 

2007).  

A sense of belonging within students starts with how they are welcomed into an 

environment. Students who feel that the teachers value their attendance and are accepted by 

teachers and staff, also benefit from a sense of community within the alternative program 

(Morrissette, 2011). Morrissette also reported that some students “felt like outcasts during their 



DEVELOPING A SENSE OF BELONGING  3 

 

previous school experience and consequently, the sense of community within the alternative 

program was critical to their decision to stay; particularly, during difficult times” (p. 179).  

Children and youth spend a significant portion of their time in schools, and therefore, 

schools are a main context for social and emotional development (Jones, & Bouffard, 2012). 

Developing or exploring one’s self-awareness can be difficult for students. When students are 

self-aware, they can see how their thoughts and emotions are guiding them. Having this 

knowledge also allows them to take control of their actions and reactions so necessary changes 

can be made which in turn can increase positive possibilities for their futures.  

A student’s sense of belonging often starts with a teacher’s ability to develop positive 

relationships with their students. Downey (2008) explains that the quality of the relationship 

between a student and a teacher will result in a greater degree of learning in the classroom. 

Furthermore, Hamre and Pianta (2006) concluded that “forming strong and supportive 

relationships with teachers allows students to feel safer and more secure in the school setting, 

feel more competent, make more positive connections with peers, and make greater academic 

gains” (p. 57). There are many studies which prove that strong relationships between students 

and their teachers are essential to the development of all students (Hamre & Pianta, 2006; Birch 

& Ladd, 1998). According to Hamre and Pianta (2006), positive student-teacher relationships are 

a valuable resource for students. They propose that having a positive relationship with a teacher 

allows students to be able to work independently because they know the teacher is there to help 

if they need it (p. 49). Therefore, if students are to increase attendance, develop a sense of 

belonging and engage in the process of education, educators need to start by developing a 

positive classroom environment (Brendtro et al., 2002).  
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Guiding Motivation 

 

             Introducing the Original Circle of Courage. The Circle of Courage is a concept 

created by Larry Brendtro, Martin Brokenleg, and Steve Van Bockern as described in their book 

Reclaiming Youth at Risk (1990/2002). Their idea is based on the teachings of the Medicine 

Wheel and on Native American philosophies of child-rearing, largely from the Lakota Peoples 

who are from the area now known as the Sacred Black Hills of South Dakota (Brendtro et al., 

2002, p. 137).  The authors acknowledge that “Children have been a challenge to their elders 

since the beginning of time” and that there are “few totally novel ideas about how to deal with 

them” (p. 2). They further say that their purpose is to combine the work of European traditions 

with the heritage of Native American philosophies.  The number four is a significant number for 

many First Nations’ cultures and is strongly connected to the Medicine Wheel. The traditional 

Medicine Wheel encompasses “the four directions, the four elements of life,  the four medicines, 

the four seasons, the four states of well-being, the four colours of man and four stages of life” 

(Medicine Wheel, n.d.). The original creators of the Circle of Courage incorporated the four 

directions, four sections, and four virtues into their circle. Brendtro et al. (2002) explains that the 

Circle of Courage is designed so that when a person is standing in a circle they are surrounded by 

the four directions which is similar to the Medicine Wheel (p. 45). The four directions and 

central values in the Circle of Courage are belonging, independence, generosity, and mastery 

(Figure 1.1).  

Belonging: Incudes developing a sense of community in a school, having a sense of 

safety, comfort, self-awareness for themselves and being aware of those around them. 

Independence: means students can make their own decisions, set goals, have self-

regulation skills, and are being responsible for themselves. 
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Generosity: means the students are able to help and contribute to others, community, and 

the greater world plus have self-love. 

Mastery: means to develop passions, to achieve personal goals, to develop competency 

in chosen areas, and to demonstrate self-control. 

All four parts of an individual's circle must be intact in order to have a balanced life.  A 

lack of strength in any of the four areas of development can result in emotional, social, and 

behavioural challenges (Brendtro et al., pp. 60-61).  

 

Figure 1. The circle of Courage. Original Circle of Courage showing the four areas. This circle is 

based on the Medicine Wheel (Brendtro et al., 2002, inserted after p. 54). 

 

 

Previous to the creation of the journal for this master’s project, permission was obtained 

from Larry Brendtro (Appendix C) to adapt the original Circle of Courage to reflect west coast 

animals as well as to name it “Circle of Courage – West Coast Style”. The driving force behind 

the creation of the west coast version of the Circle of Courage is the hope that students would 

feel more connected to the philosophy if it was relevant to the area in which students live and 
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therefore, will be more relevant to them. With this came the realization that the students needed a 

way to internalize the teachings of the concept. This eventually led to this master’s inquiry: to 

create an effective tool, namely a reflective journal, based on the Circle of Courage – West 

Coast Style to help to deepen alternate school students’ sense of belonging.   

The problem guiding this research is that despite a supportive and flexible learning 

environment, the occurrences of an overt sense of belonging, steady engagement, and regular 

attendance rates for students, remains inconsistent (Johnston, H., 2005). If educators want 

students to truly succeed in school and in life beyond school, helping them to develop a sense of 

self as well as helping them to cultivate their independence, generosity, mastery, and above all, 

their sense of belonging becomes vital (Brendtro et al., 2002). Preferably, students would attend 

school every day; however, it is often not the case, particularly in an alternate setting (Gorman et 

al., 2016). As educator’s goal is to provide a better experience for students by attending to their 

individual needs.  The journal created in this study will help students to develop a deeper 

understanding of the new circle and its purpose, not only for school, but also for themselves in 

their own lives. The journal will also help students to identify and address their individual needs; 

and therefore, increase their self-awareness. Using the journal to explore their own self-

awareness will ideally lead to students’ increased attendance and sense of belonging (James, 

2002; Hall, 2014; Nichols, 2006). 

            Attendance and Belonging. Some students willingly attend school, but others do not, 

often because of negative factors or influences in their lives. In alternate schools, many students 

are living independently, are working, may have significant health concerns, and/or have a full 

array of other reasons why they have inconsistent attendance (Railsback, 2004). In addition, 

students are often sent to alternative school because of their absenteeism rate at a traditional 



DEVELOPING A SENSE OF BELONGING  7 

 

school (Railsback, 2004). This sets students up to expect that if they don’t attend, they may be 

dropped from a class list at their alternative school as well. In turn, research indicates that 

absentee students do not perform well in school (Suh, Suh & Houston, 2007). Educator’s must 

recognize there is a relationship between daily school attendance, school performance, 

graduation, and ultimately, positive habits in the workplace and in their communities. The BC 

Core Competencies states that students need to learn Social Responsibilities that includes 

contributing to community and caring for the environment (BC Ministry of Education, 2018). 

Research highlights that the amount of time actually spent in class is a good measure of student 

success (Johnston, 2005). The benefits of regular school attendance may be the difference 

between a lifetime of struggles and a lifetime of accomplishments (DeKalb, 2004). As well, at-

risk students are students who do not experience success in school and are potential risks for 

dropping out of school all together. Such students tend not to participate in school activities or 

have a significant attachment to their school (DeKalb, 2004). As they experience difficulties in 

other areas of their lives and fall behind in their academics, school becomes a negative 

environment that reinforces their low self-esteem (Rozycki, 2004). The problem of student 

absenteeism is complex; however, if teachers can create strong connections with them, students 

will want to attend school regularly. Strong bonds within a school environment can help build 

connections in other settings such as in the local community, which in turn, is positive for the 

larger society. For many students being a future contributing member of a community starts with 

a positive school experience (Brendtro et al., 2002). 

Personal Context 

 

I have several memories that are still painful when I reflect on my own experiences in 

school. I often felt like I did not belong and had many unsettling experiences in the hallways of 
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my high school. I felt awkward and alone and I put up walls to protect myself. I would frequently 

be daydreaming, acting out, or not going to school at all, all in an effort to find my place, to 

belong, or consequentially, become invisible. I also turned to using substances to mask my pain. 

I desperately searched for my identity although at the time I had no idea that was what I trying to 

do; I merely stumbled along through adolescence, tripping on many different obstacles along the 

way. At that time, I didn’t have the means or the confidence to dream about a university 

education. 

It took several years after high school and an opportunity to attend college under a 

government funded program for young parents before I even thought about school again. What I 

discovered in university was that I actually loved learning and could see myself as a capable 

student despite my life circumstances; I felt like I belonged there.  Part of developing the sense 

of belonging I had there was from the introduction of using a reflection journal for several of my 

classes. I found this to be a valuable way to explore my own life with a new perspective and this 

helped me to connect with my instructors in a safe and comfortable way. Once I completed my 

first year, I was eager to carry on and so even while being a parent to young children, I continued 

to attend university on a part-time basis to finally obtain a BA in Child and Youth Care. I went 

on to be a Youth and Family Counsellor in a variety of schools for many years until I once again, 

had the opportunity to attend a Bachelor of Education program to become a teacher. This 

opportunity has led me to where I am today; a teacher in an alternate school. This is a place 

where I feel like I belong and where I have found my passion.   

Now as a professional, I can see my teenage self in many of my students; the 

daydreamers and the ones acting out, the ones using substances, and the ones pushing people 

away. I feel I can connect with the students on a level that is vital in developing a meaningful 
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relationship with them. Although I will never profess to know exactly what it feels like to be in 

their situations, I know if I develop a relationship with my students, I have a better chance to 

help guide them through difficult times and cheer them on from the sidelines when things are 

going well. All of these experiences led me to become even more passionate about creating a 

useful tool to help students feel they belong at school. 

In addition to being a teacher, I am also one of the Teacher Leaders in the school. In this 

role, I have focused on increasing student and staff connectedness to each other, to the school, 

and to the community. In other words, I have been working on increasing the sense of belonging 

in the school. This role has been a wonderful opportunity for me to fully develop activities 

within the school to help foster connectedness and belonging in the school environment. It is 

important to build a school community where students feel safe, seen, heard, supported, 

significant, and where they belong (Brendtro et al., 2002). 

Alternate Program Experience 

 

If students did not have the option of attending an alternate program, many of them 

would very likely be out of school all together. One example of an alternate program in BC, 

provides all of the services mandated by the ministry and additionally, has a philosophy of care 

where the students’ basic needs are attended to first. This very unique building houses four 

alternate school programs, as well as has offices for community partners such as The John 

Howard Society and Child and Youth Mental Health. The intention is to give an alternate space 

in which students can advance in their education but more importantly, to give them an 

opportunity to achieve success socially and emotionally. One of the programs is a part-time 

program for students in grades 10 to 12 with two teachers and two Educational Assistants. 
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Students attend either in the morning or the afternoon, although on occasion, some students stay 

all day (G. Johnson, personal communication, September 25, 2018).  

Results from the Adolescent Health Survey (n.d.), show “that school connectedness is 

essential to keeping youth engaged in their education. School connectedness includes elements 

such as relationships with teachers, feelings of safety, and sense of belonging at school,” (p. 45).  

This very statement is at the core of what this researcher believes and so the examination of how 

to help increase student engagement as well as increase their understanding of the Circle of 

Courage began. With this as the central focus, the Circle of Courage – West Coast Style was 

created and embraced all cultures as well as reflected west coast animals. The concepts of the 

circle are inclusive enough to work across cultural boundaries and is useful for all students. 

Brendtro et al. (2002) states: “the philosophy embodied in this circle is not only a cultural 

belonging of Native peoples, but a cultural birthright for all the world’s children” (p. 45).  

Educators acknowledge that when students are engaged, academic success usually 

follows.  The connection between belonging and engagement is reciprocal; and therefore, a 

student’s sense of belonging should be the starting point (Brendtro et al., 2002). At times, 

students who are in an alternate setting have stopped attending and although at times they have 

come back, educators need to create an environment where the students are able to develop 

resiliency skills to help them persevere through difficult times so that they do not leave in the 

first place. If students feel a sense of belonging, as well as feel safe, valued, and supported, then 

they will likely attend on a more regular basis and become invested and engaged in their own 

learning (Nichols, 2006).  The aim of this project is to assist students in feeling like they have a 

place where they truly belong. This is especially poignant for students who were told coming to 

an alternate school was their ‘last chance’. For many students attending alternate programs, there 
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was a reason they left their previous school whether by choice or not (Gruhn, 2016). Either way, 

it must have been difficult to feel like they did not belong in their previous school regardless of 

the circumstances.  

Baumeister and Leary (1995) suggest the feeling of belonging comes from the strong, 

ongoing relationships we develop, which must include regular contact, stability, emotional 

support and care. They further advise that “human beings have a pervasive drive to form and 

maintain at least a minimum quantity of lasting, positive, and significant interpersonal 

relationships” (p. 497). Educators should value relationships and strive to connect with the 

students through making inquiries regarding students’ strengths, needs, and goals (Baumeister & 

Leary, 1995). In particular, educators in alternate settings have a strong desire for students and 

their families to shift their thinking from what may have felt like a ‘last chance’ in coming to an 

alternate school, was actually their ‘best chance’ (G. Johnson, personal communication, 

September 25, 2018). Incorporating the philosophy behind the Circle of Courage – West Coast 

Style and in using a journal to deepen the understanding, this researcher hopes to succeed in 

helping students to reach this acknowledgment. True understanding starts with the four 

foundational areas of the Circle of Courage: belonging, independence, generosity, and mastery 

(Brendtro et al., 2002).   

Going Forward 

 

            Chapter two will cover extensive research completed regarding the sense of belonging 

students have, or do not have, to their schools. This literature review will cover studies done by 

researchers in the field, as well as some programs educators have implemented to help alleviate a 

lack of belonging students feel when at school. Furthermore, chapter two will explore attendance 
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in an alternate setting, the use of journals to assist in learning, and the importance of 

relationships. 

Chapter three will describe the journal in significant detail. In summary, the circle 

created, the Circle of Courage – West Coast Style, incorporates the same four areas as the 

original Circle of Courage; however, the pictures and connections within the circle are 

representative of the west coast. As a companion to the Circle of Courage – West Coast Style, 

the resulting journal for this Master of Special Education project is divided into six sections: the 

four areas of belonging, independence, generosity, and mastery, as well as an introductory 

section and a concluding activity.  

Chapter four will explore my main learnings in reference to the guiding question as well 

as identify and explain the limits of this project. This chapter also discusses the implications of 

what I have learned and gives recommendations for future use of the journal.  
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Chapter 2  

Literature Review 

 

Overview 

 

          This chapter will begin with a brief introduction to the sense of belonging and its relation 

to a basic human need. Next, I will define what it means for students to have a sense of 

belonging. I will then explore the evidence found regarding the connection between school 

engagement, the sense of belonging and attendance. Following that, I will give an overview of 

what research indicates regarding the use of journals and journal prompts with students. The 

latter portion of this chapter will review the concepts of the Circle of Courage and its uses in 

schools. The main purpose behind this applied master’s project is to use the information obtained 

to create a journal that will help increase students’ sense of belonging as well as increase school 

attendance and engagement.  

Sense of Belonging Defined 

 

The need to belong is not a new concept by any means, and yet it is a notion that has been 

important to the human race for many centuries. Baumeister and Leary (1995) claimed that the 

need to feel a sense of belonging is found in all humans and in all cultures although we can 

expect there to be some differences, (p. 499). One of the first to identify the importance of 

belonging in the 20th century was Abraham Maslow (1943) when he created the Hierarchy of 

Needs Pyramid. He ranks basic physiological needs and safety at the base, situating love and 

belonging in the middle. He rounds out the top with esteem and self-actualization, (Maslow, 

1943). There have been variations, however, to this theory over the years as noted by Mahmoud 

Wahba and Lawrence Bridwell (1973). They believe there is little evidence for the classification 
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of needs that Maslow describes or for a hierarchy at all and that some virtues, such as the need to 

belong, could be moved elsewhere in the pyramid. However, there is little doubt that all of the 

needs within the Hierarchy of Needs are still relevant today (Burton, 2012), and there are still 

many research studies regarding the importance of the sense of belonging that many people 

strive for as noted in this paper.  

How does one know they belong, or furthermore, that they do not belong? Dr. Karyn Hall 

(2014) defines a sense of belonging as “a human need, just like the need for food and shelter. 

Feeling that you belong is most important in seeing value in life and in coping with intensely 

painful emotions,” (pg. 1).  She makes an interesting connection between the sense of belonging 

and the ability to cope with strong emotions. There is an important connection between the 

accompanying feelings of safety and relationships with others (Hall, 2014).  

             Researcher Sharon Nichols (2006) defines belonging in two distinct ways. One is that 

people need ongoing, regular personal contacts with other people. Although it is preferable that 

the interactions remain positive, she believes it is more important that the interactions do not 

involve conflict. Her second factor is that people need to recognize that there is an “interpersonal 

bond or relationship marked by stability, affective concern, and continuation into the foreseeable 

future,” (p. 500). In other words, people strive to connect with others; however, those 

relationships need to be positive and ongoing. Baumeister and Leary (1995) describe the need to 

belong as being when an individual is “naturally driven toward establishing and sustaining 

belongingness” (p. 499). Simply put, once a person has developed a sense of belonging and a 

connection, they will more than likely strive to keep that connection. Research has shown that 

this also is true of students who are searching for a sense of belonging and connection in their 

schools and so therefore, are more likely to stay engage in their education once they have 
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developed at least one connection. When students feel connected, they also feel like they belong. 

Students need to be invested in what they are learning and see value in it (Brendtro et al., 2002; 

Katz & Lamoureux, 2018). 

Sense of Belonging and Schools  

 

          Motivation, Engagement, and Attendance. “Belongingness is important because of its 

effect on motivation in school” (Nichols, 2006, p. 256). Students are more likely to attend school 

and stay motivated to complete their education goals if they feel connected to their schools and 

the people - other students and staff - in the school. Shochet et al. (2006) conducted a study on 

school connectedness and mental health issues in Australia. They took a sampling of middle 

school students and measured their viewpoints regarding their school connectedness and mental 

health. The researchers determined that students who reported symptoms of anxiety and 

depression also correlated strongly with a lack of school connectedness (p. 176). They further 

discovered that the range of “school connectedness would predict depressive symptoms, anxiety 

symptoms and general functioning [one] year later after controlling for prior levels of the 

respective symptoms” (p.177). When students struggle to find a sense of belonging, they can 

become lonely which for some can also be physically painful (Hall, 2014). It is clear through the 

research that there is a direct association between anxiety and depression and the level of school 

connectedness. The more a student feels connected to their school the less likelihood there is of a 

student developing anxiety or depression or of having such symptoms increase (Shochet et al., 

2006).  

Bronfenbrenner (1986) believes that “to be alienated is to lack a sense of belonging,” (p. 

430). When students feel they can not contribute, that they are not invited into a school activity, 

or even to be within a school environment, the word “alienated” is a fair one. Goodenow (1993) 
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emphasizes that when students feel left out, their level of school engagement goes down. 

Bronfenbrenner (1986) states that “if the essence of alienation is disconnectedness, then the best 

way to counteract alienation is through the creation of connections,” (p. 434). In other words, 

students can develop their sense of belonging through being connected in environments such as 

school (Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Goodenow, 1993; Katz & Lamoureux, 2018).  

Students who lack a sense of belonging often become disruptive in a regular classroom 

and many ultimately end up at an alternate school. It becomes even more important to support 

these students in the skill of self-reflection and to help them to explore their true identity. Most 

youth struggle with identity and in trying to figure out who they are and how they fit into their 

world (Katz & Lamoureux, 2018). Those who attend alternate settings have often experienced a 

lack in the supports they need (Lithari, 2018).  Students who are struggling with their identity 

and who feel unsafe, isolated, or unwelcomed in a classroom, can become disengaged in learning 

(Katz & Lamoureux, 2018). Lithari (2018) concluded that school support, classroom 

environment, peer and family support can all influence a student’s identity. Encouraging and 

showing students how to explore their own identity can help lead to an increase in positive self-

awareness. Katz and Lamoureux (2018) state that “what happens in the mind affects the body, 

emotions, and spirit, which, in turn, influence learning,” (p. 30). When students enter a 

classroom where they feel safe and feel like they belong, the cortisol levels in their brains 

decrease. High cortisol levels reduces the brain’s ability to produce serotonin which is the 

chemical responsible for moods (Katz & Lamoureux, 2018). Students often have many stressors 

in their lives and therefore, if they are having to also struggle with regulating their mood when 

they are faced with academic stressors, their motivation to attend may go down (Lithari, 2008).  
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              Sense of Belonging, Connections, and Relationships. While schools have a 

responsibility to engage and educate children, there are times in which this endeavour can be 

both helpful and adversative at times. Nichols (2006) conducted a study in which her interview 

responses shows that “belongingness can include both positive and negative experiences” (p. 

266). She noted that some students viewed school as positive because of the support they 

received from teachers but negative because of interactions with friends or the fact that they had 

peer conflicts and/or no friends. (p. 266). The majority of the students she questioned (67%) 

stated that they felt like they belonged in their school. Students reported that some of the reasons 

for feeling like they belonged included; having friends, peers and staff were friendly, teachers 

and educational aids treated the students respectfully, and being included in activities. This 

implies that a student’s sense of belonging may depend on how others (peers or staff) treated the 

students. Social interactions with peers are often the reason students either attend or do not attend 

school. Goodenow (1993) concludes that “motivation may be best understood as a phenomenon 

occurring not only within individuals but as developing in part out of the continuing relations 

between individual students and others in their social contests” (p. 40). That is to say, a student 

greatly benefits from have secure, positive relationships within the school environment. Katz and 

Lamoureux (2018) further stress that teachers and leaders need to “develop a positive climate, 

ensuring that all members of the community develop a sense of self-worth and belonging, and 

have opportunities to learn and grow (p. 194). When teachers have developed this positive kind 

of environment, they are then able to balance their relationship with students with knowing when 

they can push students to reach deeper levels of learning (Katz & Lamoureux, 2018). 

Faircloth and Hamm (2011) argue that schools are important to the development of 

youth, and influence their social-emotional and academic development. This duo used social 
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cognitive mapping (SCM) to study groups of adolescences in environments such as in a 

classroom. They inferred that the sense of connection within a classroom is related to a sense of 

classroom belonging (2011, p. 49). This means that when students feel they are valued, accepted, 

included, and encouraged by others in the classroom setting they therefore, feel a sense of 

belonging. It is also implied that a student’s motivation to do well would increase. Goodenow 

(1993) studied the relation between a youth’s sense of belonging and support, academic 

motivation, effort and achievement. In part, the conclusion for this study was that classroom 

belonging and support were the most significant predictor of students’ educational values and 

expectations of success. It is very telling in that not only is a student’s sense of belonging an 

intrinsic feeling, but it is also depends on the amount of support a student is able to access 

through their teachers and other school staff such as educational assistants, office staff, and 

administrators.   

Developing a Sense of Belonging Through Classroom Programs 

 

Allen, Pianta, Gregory, Mikami, and Lun (2011) conducted an interesting research study 

on a web-based program examining how to improve teacher-student interactions in a classroom. 

The program trained teachers to change their teaching methods to build relationships which led 

to an increase in student achievement. According to the researchers, the program successfully 

increased the quality of the teacher-student relationships. This implies that for students to engage 

at a deeper level, teachers must be (re)trained to coach students and develop relationships with 

them rather than to simply fill them with knowledge. This gives students more control over their 

own education while having the support of an educator. Positive relationships within the school 

environment must exist for this to happen. “Although most students described belongingness in 

terms of support and guidance from peers and/or teachers, some students viewed this construct” 
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(Nichols, 2006, p. 266), as being involved in school activities. Many of the noted studies 

explored reasons students may or may not feel a sense of belonging. What is common throughout 

most of them is that when students feel involved, invited, and cared for, their sense of belonging 

increased.  

            Sense of Belonging and Whole School Initiatives.  Melissa Coyne-Foresi (2015) 

conducted an action research study that examined the impact of students’ participation in a 

mentoring program called Wiz Kidz. The focus was on whether or not participation in the 

program influenced a change in the students’ sense of connectedness to their school, peers, and 

teachers. Students involved included mentors in grades seven and eight, and mentees who were 

in grades two and three. “The qualitative data supported the conclusion that the Wiz Kidz 

participants believed the program resulted in overall student growth,” (p. 76). Student growth is 

important for increasing a student’s ability to engage in school and become a member of the 

community of learners. This includes traits such as increased responsibility, leadership within the 

school, and increased social skills. This also points to the importance of school-wide connections 

such as assemblies, sports days, and other such activities. Niemi and Hotulainen (2015) 

examined the effects of school celebrations on a student’s sense of belonging and of peer 

connectedness. The result of their study is that school celebrations did, indeed, increase a 

student’s sense of belonging to the school and connect them to peers at a higher rate. The 

researchers focused on celebrations aimed to include “all students and encourage all students to 

participate and share the social and emotional experiences of the event” (p. 4). Further evidence 

of inter-school connectedness is when Coyne-Foresi (2015) found that the both mentors and 

mentees groups in the study indicated an increase in their sense of connectedness to their school. 

These studies emphasize that schools needed to acknowledge the role that peers and peer 
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relationships play when doing whole-school activities as well to remember that the celebrations 

also need to support the curriculum goals by combining a “successful learning environment with 

a sense on joy and social participation” (Niemi & Hotulainen, p. 14).  

While there is a vast array of school programs such as the ones reviewed above, there are 

also curricular ways in which to engage students and to help them develop their own sense of 

belonging. Such ways include exploring already tried-and-true methods such as the Circle of 

Courage as well as using journals and journal prompts in the classroom. 

Circle of Courage and Schools 

 

            A concept known as the Circle of Courage is based on the medicine wheel and is made 

up of four quadrants: belonging, generosity, mastery, and independence (Figure 1). Brendtro et 

al. (2002) explains that these capacities are inherent in each of us and they need to be balanced in 

order for people to live stable lives. Brendtro et al. (2002) describes the “spirit of belonging as 

the universal longing for human bonds and is cultivated by relationships of trust so that the child 

can say, ‘I am loved’ (p. 137). The key ideas in this statement are the importance of relationship, 

trust, and human bond - which all describe the very essence of the word belonging. Every student 

should have the experience of knowing what true belonging is like in their world, and 

specifically, in their school environment. 
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Figure 2. Circle of Courage: George Blue Bird’s Circle of Courage Art (Brendtro et al., 2002). 

 

           There are many schools presently using the Circle of Courage© in their schools and 

classrooms. For example, the Cariboo Chilcotin School District (BC, SD 27) has made 

developing a sense of belonging for their students a whole district goal after having Dr. 

Brokenleg come to their district (Bullinger, 2016). They explain their district goals in detail and 

claim that using the Circle of Courage has helped them to create safer schools where everyone 

belongs. In a study conducted by DeHaai et al. (n.d.), the importance of a whole school sense of 

belonging philosophy is said to be key and it is important to have support from the top, meaning 

administrators need to support and encourage programs to be enacted, as well as to provide the 

training. Most schools in School District 27 which have implemented the Circle of Courage 

model have reported positive impacts on student behaviour. DeHaai et al. (n.d.) states that the 

number of students being sent to the office has significantly decreased. As well, they noted that 

students missing class time because of behaviour issues had been cut in half.  
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            It is clear that the concept of the Circle of Courage is one that has value and is based in a 

child-centred approach. When it is truly embraced, it can work; it can help to create a whole 

school wellness and effectively create a sense of belonging for the students (Bullinger, 2016; 

DeHaai et al., n.d.).  

Journal Writing 

 

          Journal activities have been in use in the classroom for a long time. Many students express 

frustration with writing, noting that they view writing as arduous and demanding (Dzurec & 

Dzurec, 2002). Teachers who implement tools such as pre-made, formatted journals can help 

students reduce the frustration they may feel when required to produce written work. There are 

several factors to consider before using a journal in classrooms, and ideally they require explicit 

teaching on how to use them and how to respond in ways that work for the individual student. 

Studies show that some students have not had success with reflective journals as they have not 

been suitably taught how to use them and/or the teachers lacked the training to deliver effectively 

(Moon, 2003). Furthermore, students also must be able to actually construct their own reflections 

and explore their understanding of questions in their own way (Williams, n.d.). Moon (2003) 

describes the difference between a reflective journal and other kinds of writing in this study. 

Moon posits that reflective journal writing “focuses on ongoing issues over time and there will 

be some intention to learn from either the process of doing it or from the results of it” (p. 3).  

Journals do not need to be in paper and pen form, nor do they need to include only 

writing. Journals also need to be free of the requirement to make revisions to sentence structure, 

spelling, and other such conventions so that students do not become disengaged from the process 

of learning (Moon, 2003). In addition, it is also important that students are able to take 

ownership of their journals by being able to decorate them in a way that truly personalizes it for 
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them (Williams, n.d.). Research indicates that reflective journals can increase a student’s ability 

to understand and retain information, as well as increase their problem-solving skills (Abernethy, 

2014).  

Reasons for using a journal go beyond simply being a task which teachers need to assess. 

Moon (2003) suggests that there are four means of learning from journals. These are:  

1. Firstly, journal writing is a process that heightens positive conditions for learning. It 

gives students the space to think for themselves and own the writing. It can help students make 

sense of a situation or lesson in a way that is their own. As well, students can write what they 

want to say as opposed to having a teacher tell them what to write.  

2. Secondly, it encourages students to reflect on their learning which in turn creates 

increased deep learning. Students can connect with what they already know and develop a 

personal understanding around it. They are free to explore their ideas for deeper understanding.  

3. Thirdly, it encourages an awareness and understanding of their own thought processes. 

Structured journals support metacognitive functions, so students can increase this view of their 

own functioning through the use of journal writing.  

4. Fourthly, there is a direct link between the act of writing and learning. Journal writing 

forces students to clarify their thoughts and can be a powerful form of self-feedback. It also helps 

students to see their own learning or lack thereof, and may prompt them to clarify questions with 

their teacher. Students are also able to use more expressive language rather than a more 

structured academic script, which gives validity to their words (p.7-8).  

  Some researchers have noted that students can retain information better with journals 

compared to standard classroom tests. Williams (n.d.) noted that her “students were not able to 
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use the connections they made to the content on multiple choice, true/false, and fill-in-the-blank 

items. In contrast, the journal entries actually promoted the use of personal connections” (p. 12). 

This implies that the ability to enhance connections within the classroom and to the teacher is 

directly related to developing a sense of belonging. In addition, a study using journals as a form 

of assessment was conducted by Dzurec and Dzurec (2005) and in all cases, writing journals 

appeared to increase students’ understanding of the course content. They surmise that the 

journals helped students become improved critical thinkers and problem solvers as well as 

helped to develop their skills for more formal writing assignments. One particular teacher was 

also able to quickly identify when students were having difficulties in understanding the 

concepts of the course (pp. 24-25). The success of using a journal in this study is clear because of 

the benefits for both students and teachers.  

Journal Prompts 

 

           Creating writing prompts helps the teacher reflect on the learning outcomes they have set 

out for the particular assignment or course. This means that each writing prompt can be 

connected to a learning activity or assignment, therefore, the formative assessment can be based 

on a specific learning outcome (James, 2002). Journal prompts are often needed to assist students 

in the process of reflection and to solidify learning. Most students first learn to reflect when 

something has gone wrong, or to simply tell about their day in a diary style format. Prompts help 

students to learn how to reflect by asking particular questions in which there is no one answer, 

where students are free to answer as they see fit (Moon, 2003; Williams, n.d.). Effective writing 

prompts ask questions to assist and enhance student understanding. The prompts should be 

designed in a way that encourages students to interpret the prompt in their own way as well as 

inspire them to respond to it in their own words (James, 2002).  
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While journal prompts are helpful for students, Dzurec et al., (2005) argue that the most 

successful writing is free-flowing and unrestricted and that writing in in this style can augment 

learning as students put their thoughts into words. In addition, Dzurec et al., (2005) state that 

writing gives students a voice and a focus to those thoughts and feelings. This enables students to 

integrate the thinking and the emotional activities that are naturally part of learning. 

Gaps in the Research 

 

           There is a vast amount of information available in the academic world; however, most of 

the articles found were written ten or more years ago. It is obvious that using journals in the 

classroom is usually successful and can be used in many different forms; with prompts and 

without. It appears from the above studies that the use of most journals is largely driven by the 

teacher(s) and therefore, not always truly reflective for the students using them. In addition, 

scholarly research on the direct connection between using a journal with the Circle of Courage 

was scarce.  

There are examples of schools in BC who are presently using the Circle of Courage as 

their philosophy; however, there are very few actual empirical studies done on the effectiveness 

of the implementations. One master’s study conducted by Hancock (2015) “investigated and 

analyzed the factors of how positive student-teacher relationships, focused on the teachings of 

the Circle of Courage, can help engage our struggling Aboriginal learners” (p. 40). This study 

concludes that “that positive student-teacher relationships were the most important part of 

engaging Aboriginal students” (p. 41). While the results seemed to be positive, teachers were left 

feeling like they needed more information on how to engage students and more support in 

implementing the philosophies into the classrooms (pp. 42-43).  
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           There are many examples of studies examining the importance of having a sense of 

belonging for students (Bullinger, 2016; DeHaai et al., n.d.; Hancock, 2015). There is a 

multitude of articles which detail a plethora of ways to foster and develop a sense of belonging 

that also includes a diverse array of students. There are few direct studies examining the link 

between alternate education students and the unique struggles they face including a deficient 

sense of belonging. As well, actual programs or actions to implement strategies to help increase 

or develop a sense of belonging for students were scarce. “One of the major gaps in school 

belonging studies is the lack of connections between the theoretical studies and the actual school 

practice” (Niemi & Hotulainen, 2015). These are the most relevant to this study in that they are 

all action-based and provide real answers as to how to improve or help develop a student’s sense 

of belonging. These studies have implemented and tested programs to see if the problem (student 

lack of engagement and/or lack of a sense of belonging) actually decreases.  

A vital point that Niemi and Hotulainen (2015) conclude from the results of their study is 

that “educational researchers, curriculum makers, and practitioners [need to] to seek new ways of 

carrying out celebrations that make them even more emotionally and socially enjoyable for all 

students and to pay more attention to the social, emotional, and educational experiences” (p. 14). 

This point resonates with this author and is one that will be further explored although not 

examined for this paper. 

Summary 

 

To conclude this literature review, a significant point Nichols (2006) highlights is the 

importance that students place on teacher-student and student-student relationships. “If educators 

are to create school environments that foster all students’ sense of belonging, teachers should be 
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able to identify who does and who does not belong” (p. 269), and then implement the necessary 

interventions to combat the lack of belonging and to increase an overall feeling of belongingness 

within a school.  The idea to create a new circle based in the teachings of the original Circle of 

Courage is not a pioneering idea; however, it is proven to help alternate students feel they can be 

and, in fact, are successful in all areas of the circle: belonging, independence, generosity, 

mastery. If students lack balance in one or more of these areas, they usually become discouraged 

(Brendtro, et al., 2002).  

Research has shown that it is vital to have students use a journal to connect to the lessons 

within the Circle of Courage – West Coast Style, so that they have the opportunity to fully 

understand the importance of each section of the circle. This knowledge will help support and 

guide them as they move forward in their lives and as they make decisions for themselves. If 

students leave an alternate school with a solid sense of belonging to their school and community, 

then they have a much greater chance of developing and maintaining positive relationships as 

adults.  

Chapter three gives a detailed description of the reflection journal and how it is intended 

to be utilized. In addition, the activities that accompany the journal will be explained. 
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Chapter 3 

Considerations for Implementation of the Applied Project 

 

This section will describe the details of this Master of Special Education Applied Project. 

It will begin with an overview of some of the research findings in a summary fashion. Next, the 

Implementation Plan as well as suggestions for Access and Delivery to assist the practitioner 

with execution of the project will be outlined. From there, the Circle of Courage – West Coast 

Style Journal will be described as well as the outline for the Introductory Lesson and the 

Classroom Lessons that accompany the journal.  

The journal process serves to help students reflect on each part of the circle in their own 

way. All materials used for this applied project are hand-selected and peer-reviewed. The 

purpose of the project is driven by the desire to create an effective tool, namely a reflective 

journal, based on the Circle of Courage – West Coast Style to help to deepen alternate school 

students’ sense of belonging.  

Research Reviewed 

 

The research reviewed in chapter two clearly shows that a sense of belonging for students 

is important for success, not only in school, but also beyond (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 

Faircloth & Hamm, 2011; Nichols, 2006). As well, O’Gorman et al. (2016) highlighted that 

schools could be sanctuaries when they “offered physical, emotional and psychological safe 

places [and] fostered a sense of community” (p. 1). One cannot simply be taught the feeling of 

belonging. A true sense of belonging must be developed within each person, down to the core of 

who they believe themselves to be (Brendtro et al., 2003). It includes students learning about 

themselves as well as examining how they view the world around them and where and how they 
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fit into that world. The BC Ministry of Education’s new core competencies align well with this 

concept. They are described as assisting students to grow and expand in the areas of self-

reflection and critical thinking (Core Competencies, n.d.).  

The 21st learning skills students need as described through the BC Ministry of 

Education’s core competencies are an important pedagogy for this project. Learning in the 21st 

century involves experiencing a deep, fundamental shift in the basic principles of what is 

important for youth to be learning for success in their futures. Such a shift involves an 

understanding of oneself, of one’s relationships with others, and of one’s relationship with the 

world (Darling-Hammond, 2006). The core competencies consist of communication, creative 

thinking, critical thinking, positive personal and cultural identity, personal awareness and 

responsibility, and social responsibility (Core Competencies, n.d.). In particular, the 

competencies of communication, positive personal and cultural identity, personal awareness and 

responsibility, and social responsibility all directly correlate with the four areas of the Circle of 

Courage – West Coast Style (Table 1). 

Students are placed in alternate settings because they need a school program to suit their 

life needs. This can include students who are working, are living independently, are young 

parents, and a variety of other reasons including physical and/or mental health issues (Gruhn, 

2016).  The Circle of Courage – West Coast Style Journal is an innovative way to help students 

in alternate educational settings connect with their school community in addition to develop their 

self-awareness and their sense of belonging within the school environment.  
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Comparing BC Core Competencies and the Circle of Courage – West Coast Style. 

BC Core Competencies Circle of Courage – West Coast Style 

Communication 

Connect and engage with others 

Acquire, interpret, and present 

information 

Explain/recount and reflect on 

experiences and accomplishments 

Belonging 

Develop a sense of community, safety, comfort, self-

awareness and awareness of those around them. 

Mastery 

Develop passions, develop competency in chosen 

areas, achieve personal goals, and demonstrate 

self-control. 

Positive Personal & Cultural Identity 

Relationship and cultural contexts 

Personal values and choice 

Personal strengths and abilities 

Independence 

Make own decisions, set goals, utilize self-regulation 

skills, and be responsible for selves. 

Belonging 

Develop a sense of community, safety, comfort, self-

awareness and awareness of those around them. 

Personal Awareness & Responsibility 

Self-determination 

Self-regulation  

Well-being 

Independence 

Make own decisions, set goals, utilize self-regulation 

skills, and be responsible for selves. 

Social Responsibility 

Contributing to community and caring 

for the environment 

Solving problems in peaceful ways 

Mastery 

Develop passions, develop competency in chosen 

areas, achieve personal goals, and demonstrate 

self-control. 
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Valuing diversity 

Building Relationships 

Generosity 

Means the students are able to help and contribute to 

others, to the community, and to the greater world 

and have self-love. 

 

Table 1. Comparison Table (Brendtro et al., 2003; Core Competencies, n.d). 

 

Target Audience 

 

           The Circle of Courage - West Coast Style Journal and classroom lessons are designed to 

be a resource for staff and students in alternate settings. While the central focus of the project is 

aimed at students in grades 10 through 12, it could also be adapted to use with junior students in 

grades 8 and 9. It also holds the possibility to be further adapted and used within the wider 

district including with younger students in elementary school. At present, this project can be 

implemented by any teacher to, including teachers teaching on-call (TTOC).  

Implementation Plan  

 

To help facilitate an understanding of the concept of the Circle of Courage – West Coast 

Style in a general, over-arching way, the first lesson is intended to be delivered in an 

Introductory Lesson as described later in this chapter. The four quadrant lessons are designed to 

be implemented individually throughout the year, coinciding with the four terms of the school 

year. These subsequence lessons can be delivered by the individual teachers in their own 

classrooms. 
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           The Introductory Lesson is ideally about be 30 minutes in length and with a maximum of 

45 minutes. The 15 minute flexible time allows for groups which may engage in more 

conversation and discussion during the presentation. 

           The four classroom lessons are intended to be delivered once during each term as 

indicated in Table 2. It would be best if the staff were able to collaborate on a specific timeframe 

for the lessons so that each class has the opportunity to complete one lesson per term.   

 

Timeline of Implementation 

Fall Winter Spring Summer 

September - November December - January February - April May - June 

Overview Workshop: 

Combine classes, use 

Conference Room 

 Overview Workshop for 

new students and/or those 

who missed the fall one 

 

Lesson #1:  Belonging: 

Individual classes 

Lesson #2:  Generosity: 

Individual classes 

Lesson #3:  Mastery: 

Individual classes 

Lesson #4:  

Independence: 

Individual classes 

   *Totem Activity: 

Individual Classes 

Assembly Activity: 

Hula-hoop co-

operation activity 

Assembly Activity: 

Foodbank Food Drive 

Assembly Activity: 

The Grand Paper Airplane 

Contest 

 

Assembly Activity: 

“What Would You 

Do?” 

 

*Totem activity can be done at any point in the year as students complete their journals. 

 

Table 2. A suggested Timeline for implementing the journal lessons. 

 

Term assemblies are one way to recognize students’ successes and can often include a 

whole school activity. The activities listed in Table 2 are suggestions only and the hope is that 

staff will collaborate on which activities they will do each term. Please note: the development of 

the assembly activities are not part of this Master of Special Education Applied Project.  
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Access and Delivery 

 

           The Introductory Lesson could be delivered in a large conference room or multi-purpose 

room at the school. At times, it may be beneficial to combine smaller classes into groups or 

divide larger classes into two groups. Introductory lesson facilitators can includes teachers, and 

will need to have access to the materials required for the activities as well as one journal per 

student. An ideal number range is between 10 and 20 students. The term lessons are designed to 

be held in individual classrooms.  

Description of Applied Project 

Although there are many different ways to use a journal, the Circle of Courage - West 

Coast Style Journal (Appendix A), is configured to allow students to reflect in their own ways 

such as writing or drawing, allowing for different learning styles and interests. As reviewed in 

Chapter Two, using reflection journals in school has the potential to increase a student’s ability 

to learn as well as retain the information (Moon, 2003; Williams, n.d.).  

The Circle of Courage - West Coast Style Journal has six units in it and ideally, would be 

completed in order; however, there is room for flexibility of delivery if needed. If there are 

students who transfer into a program part way through the year and thus have missed one or 

more of the lessons, they can easily join in the lessons at any point and will still benefit from the 

journal activities. The methodology behind the journal is to make it flexible enough so that 

students can start and finish all sections regardless of when they begin attending an alternate 

school. Ideally, the Introductory Lesson can be taught once per term specifically for students 

who miss the initial lesson held in the first term.   
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The journal begins with an overview of how the Circle of Courage - West Coast Style 

came to be as well as background information regarding the Medicine Wheel and the original 

Circle of Courage (Brendtro et al., 2003). The first section is designed to be completed during 

the Introductory Lesson as described in the next segment. The journal is then split into four 

sections, one for each virtue within the circle: belonging, independence, generosity, and mastery. 

Each quadrant has a brief explanation of the virtue which is coupled with two animals that 

represent the virtue. In addition, there are several journal writing prompts and questions in each 

section. The aforementioned pictures were created by a local Indigenous artist who gifted them 

for the Circle of Courage – West Coast Style journal. The animals depicted in the journal are 

designed so that students may personalize them through the use of colour, should they choose to 

do so.  

The journal has specific questions and several prompts for each section which are directly 

related to the four areas of the circle. As the students work their way through the journal, they 

have a variety of ways and opportunities to demonstrate their thought process and to respond to 

the questions and the prompts. It is important to note that the questions and prompts are meant to 

be manageable for all students of varying abilities, interests, and learning styles. When creating a 

new journal such as the one for this project, wording of questions and which prompts are used 

are vital to its success. Conversely, while no single prompt will inspire every student, they are 

made to be age appropriate, relevant, and authentic (Smith & Swain, 2011) thus, all of the 

questions and prompts are written simply and clearly.  Students have space to reflect in a way 

that works for them which include, writing, drawing, poetry, or even something more abstract. It 

is paramount that the students use the journal in a personal way so that their learning is deeper 
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and more meaningful, which in turn means there is an increased likelihood of the learning being 

retained for the long term (Abernethy, 2014).  

Once students have completed the first five sections of the journal as suggested in the 

previous tables, they will have an opportunity to create their own totem based on the animals in 

the journal (or other animals or symbols they may have chosen to use). A totem often features 

symbolic human, animal, and supernatural forms which are representations of families. 

“Common crests among coastal First Nations include the wolf, eagle, grizzly bear, thunderbird, 

killer whale, frog, raven, and salmon” (Huang, 2009). While totems can represent families and 

kinship, additionally, they can be built to honour an event or a particular person. This 

culminating activity is symbolic of the journey students will have taken throughout using the 

journal. The intention is that students can create a totem which best represents who they feel they 

are as they reflect on the lessons in the Circle of Courage – West Coast Style Journal. 

Instructions for this culminating activity are in the last section of the journal. While the totem is a 

reflection of a student’s personal journey through the Circle of Courage – West Coast Style 

journal, the activity can be done individually or in a group setting. 

Introductory Lesson  

 

           It is important for the success of this project that those participating are able to 

comprehend the purpose for the journal, including the history of the Circle of Courage, as well as 

have an understanding of the how the journal will be used. The idea behind the lesson is to give 

students and staff a general overview so that using the journal will be a more dynamic 

experience. Table 3 below shows an overview of how the lesson is structured.  
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Circle of Courage – West Coast Style – Introductory Lesson 

 

 Activity Notes 

 Supplies: Posters for each of the four areas, 

(Belonging, Generosity, Mastery, and 

Independence), several packages of sticky 

notes, pencils, pens, pencil crayons, and one 

copy of the journal for every student. 

*See Teacher’s Guide for more 

details. 

1 min. Introduce facilitator(s)/teacher(s) Classroom teachers may be the 

ones who facilitate 

5 - 7 

mins 

Briefly explain the history of the Medicine 

Wheel and the Circle of Courage 

Refer to Reclaiming youth at risk: 

Our hope for the future, by 

Brendtro, L. K., Brokenleg, M., & 

Van Bockern. S. (2002). 

5 mins                   Brain Storm each quadrant (belonging, 

independence, generosity, mastery) and their 

possible meanings, as well as possible 

examples. 

Verbal guidance, sticky notes for 

students to write ideas down, share 

by placing on the posters (posters 

are part of the supplies mentioned 

above. Samples of posters are in the 

Teacher’s Guide: Appendix B) 
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5-10 

mins  

Short Stories and 4-Corners 

 

 

Short Stories chosen by teachers 

based on class dynamics, are read 

aloud by facilitators for each 

quadrant. Some suggestions are in 

the Teacher’s Guide (Appendix B). 

Consult school teacher-librarian for 

additional suggestions. 

After each story, students move to 

the corner they think fits the story 

best – can ask willing students why 

they feel the story fits with the 

quadrant they chose. 

NOTE: Ensure students understand 

there is no one ‘right answer’ 

10 - 15 

mins             

Introduce the Journal: (refer to journal) 

    - students can write or draw in the blank 

Circle of Courage – West Coast Style 

   - reflections – verbal or written 

 

Assist students as requested 

Table 3 – Outline of Introductory Lesson 

 

The lesson begins with a brief overview of the circle and explains how the circle emerged 

from the Medicine Wheel and the Circle of Courage (Brendtro, et al., 2003). The lesson then 
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moves to the justification of how the Circle of Courage - West Coast Style was created and why 

it was important to do so. After that there is a brief explanation of each quadrant so the students 

have a general understanding of each one. Next, students can brainstorm ideas as guided by the 

teacher(s) ideas and examples of each section of the circle. The teacher will inform the students 

they will have about 5 minutes to brainstorm. After that, a teacher will read four short stories, 

one at a time. Each story is based on one of the four virtues of the Circle of Courage - West 

Coast Style. It is up to the teacher to choose a relevant story to educators are ensure the stories 

are appropriate for the needs of the students. After each story is read, students will use a 4-

Corners as outlined in the Teacher’s Guide (Appendix B) activity to indicate which quadrant 

they think the story is in relation to. This is intended to help to get the students up and moving; 

however, students may also opt out of this activity if they feel uncomfortable. The teacher(s) will 

encourage conversation and discussion regarding the choices made, making it clear there is no 

real ‘right answer’. The journal will then be introduced and students may copy down some of the 

previously brainstormed ideas into the blank circle in the first section of the journal or choose 

their own ideas to write down. It will also be announced at this time that the journals will be used 

again throughout the year. The teacher(s) for each group will collect the journals with the 

understanding that they will not be read but only looked at for completion and kept in a secure 

location such as a locked filing cabinet. The students own their journals and can access them 

and/or keep them at any point. 

Classroom Lessons  

 

After students have completed the Introductory Lesson, each subsequent lesson will be 

instructed by classroom teachers. Each classroom lesson is structured in the same way although 

the topic changes depending on the term (Table 4). The yearly schedule is as follows: term one, 
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Belonging; term two, Generosity; term three, Independence; term four, Mastery. The individual 

lessons will delve deeper into each of the quadrants, include a related story, activity, and have 

areas in the journal to respond to specific questions and prompts. Having these lessons happen in 

individual classrooms allows teachers to tailor the instructions in ways that best suit their 

learners. It permits teachers to recognize the diversity in their own classes and ensures that 

students needing extra support to complete the journal are able to access it within their 

classrooms. Diversity “is a concept that refers both to our uniqueness as individuals and to our 

sense of belonging or identification within a group” (Ministry of Education, 2008). In keeping 

with the foundations of the core competencies, the ultimate goal is for students to be able to take 

what they have learned and transfer it outside of their school environment and so that the core 

competencies are “an integral part of the learning” (Core Competencies, n.d.). The table below 

(Table 4) gives a brief overview to accompany the more detailed outline as presented in the 

Teachers Guide (Appendix B). 

Circle of Courage – West Coast Style Journal Lessons  

 

Time Activity Notes 

  Materials included for classroom 

lessons: journals for students, sticky 

notes, pencils, pens, pencil crayons, 

posters with the four virtues 

(Belonging, Generosity, mastery, and 

Independence), and copies of the 

related stories, chosen by the 
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teacher(s), to be read. This format can 

be used for each of the four areas of 

the Circle of Courage – West Coast 

Style. 

5 to 10 

minutes 

Briefly explain/review concept of circle as 

well as any previous lessons 

 

This may take longer if more than one 

lesson has previously been done 

2 minutes 

 

5 minutes 

 

5 minutes 

Introduce quadrant being highlighted: 

 

- do a “word/phrase” brain storm 

 

- write the words in journal. 

 

For example: If the theme is 

‘Belonging” brainstorm words and 

phrases that define belonging. 

Students can choose the words or 

phrases with which they most identify 

 Read the related short story aloud to the 

class   

 

Discuss how and why the story relates 

to the theme 

Suggested stories are in the Teacher’s 

Guide (Appendix B) 

 Read the sections aloud in the journal re: 

animals related to each quadrant  

Clarify any concepts that may not be 

clear to all students 

 Individual reflection in journal 

 

Students can write, draw, discuss with 

a staff member, and scribes may be 

provided as needed 
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Because students may finish this 

activity at different times, they may 

use the time to colour and/or 

individualize the animals in the section 

of the journal featured in the lesson 

 

 Have students share 

-  in pairs, groups, or individually  

- have students write or draw reflections 

briefly (one-two words) using sticky notes 

and then attach to poster board 

Poster is related to the term theme (see 

Appendix B for samples) 

 Last lesson includes the Totem Activity During last term – Totem activity at 

the end of the journal, ideally in the 

spring term 

*See specific instructions in the 

journal 

Table 4 – Journal Lessons 

The classroom lessons will begin with a brief review of the previous lesson(s) to remind 

students of the concepts that have already been taught. Teachers will then have the class 

brainstorm key words based on previous knowledge. For example, if the lesson is about 

“belonging”, the class will think of words or phrases that define what “belonging” means to 
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them. The teacher will write the big ideas on the board so that students can copy down the ones 

they connect with the most. Next, the teacher will read a related story that complements the 

theme of the term. Teachers may opt to have a class discussion after the story is read to ensure 

understanding. Once the teacher feels that their students are ready to continue, they can then read 

the section of the journal that describes the animals related to the quadrant of focus. For example, 

the bear and the wolf represent “belonging” and “belonging” is embodied in the selected stories. 

Students then have time to reflect on which animal they most identify with in their journal, or 

they may choose their own animal or symbol. The teacher can review the journal questions and 

prompts, answer any questions and clarify areas students may not understand. Students can have 

time to respond to the questions and prompts as determined by the teacher. Assistance should be 

provided for students who may need a scribe or more one-on-one help. As an optional 

concluding activity, students can write any new ideas on sticky notes and attach them to the 

classroom quadrant poster which is included in the lesson materials.  

Students who join a program part way through the year can easily continue with the 

journal the next school year to ensure they participate in the Introductory Lesson and the 

classroom lessons. As well, students who spend several years at the same school would have the 

opportunity to participate again and create a new journal if they so desire. It may be enlightening 

for them to see the evolution of their self-awareness and the strengthening of their feelings of 

belonging in the school.  

Looking Forward 

 

Upon the completion of this applied Master’s project, a master copy of the journal, 

workshop outline, and accompanying lessons will be accessible. It is hoped that in the future the 

journal will available in a web-based format, so it would be accessible to a wide range of 
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educators. This will be further determined by the success of the project and after any initial 

changes are completed. As this venture seeks to increase students’ sense of belonging, it is one 

which allows itself to be organic; therefore, it will always be open to adjustments, enhancements, 

as well as to suggestions from staff and students.  
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Chapter 4 

Reflection 

 

Main Findings and Connections 

 

           As most of the research explored in this paper shows, one of the most important factors in 

helping students develop a sense of belonging is for educators to first develop meaningful and 

trustworthy relationships with them (Brendtro et al., 2002; Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Goodenow, 

1993; Katz & Lamoureux, 2018; Nichols, 2006). Presenting information to students in the form 

of a journal can be very effective when it is implemented in positive and open ways (Moon, 

2003; Williams, n.d.). With increasing students’ sense of belonging at the forefront of this 

project as well as understanding the importance of relationship and engagement, the ideas took 

flight. The result is a newly created journal which is relevant and effective for use in the alternate 

school program in which it is used. It has made clear sense to base the journal on a concept 

already proven to be effective with youth; namely the Circle of Courage (Brendtro et.al., 2002). 

It makes further sense to base the journal on the Circle of Courage – West Coast Style as it is the 

concept that was developed and is being used in the alternate school.  

           The use of the journal in an alternate class is a step in further deepening the relationship 

already established with this writer and her students. An educator can gently challenge students 

to reflect deeply and participate in a new venture when a relationship is already established. 

Observations regarding the student engagement indicate that many of the students were willing 

to participate in the lessons and engage in the process. Those who did not verbally participate, 

often had written passages and/or drawings that indicated they had considered the topic(s) and 

had explored them in meaningful ways.  
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The alternate full-time programs allowed for the lessons to be implemented in a more 

consistent way than in the part-time programs. The full-time attendance programs have students 

who attend every day for full days as well as have a smaller number of students than in the part-

time program. This allowed teachers to spend more time with each of the concepts with the same 

students whereas in the part-time programs the student attendance fluctuated in a greater way, 

making it more difficult. 

Limitations and Recommendations 

 

            Students in alternate settings often do not attend on a regular basis (Bronfenbrenner, 

1986; Katz & Lamoureux, 2018; Lithari, 2018). This was a challenging factor in implementing 

the journal and the associated activities. It was particularly difficult in the part-time program 

which is designed to be academic in focus and therefore, had inconsistent attendance (Katz & 

Lamoureux, 2018).  

           While the initial design of the journal is to be implement periodically over four terms, the 

arrivals and departures of students throughout the school year make it difficult to include all 

students in the journey. It may be more beneficial to implement the journal at the beginning of 

the year, on a regular weekly basis until completion and then repeat the cycle during the second 

half of the year. As well, there may be opportunity to hold the first lesson (regarding the 

Medicine Wheel and the original Circle of Courage) in a workshop style format in a common 

area of the school. This would enable new students or students who missed the initial classroom 

lesson to be included. It could also be an opportunity to bring together students and staff from 

varying programs.  
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                 Large groups of students proved to be less effective than smaller groups. Groups of 25 

students had the comfort of anonymity in some ways; however, there were less candid 

conversations than when the groups were under 10 students. As well, having adults, such as 

classroom Educational Assistants, also participate seem to have direct positive impacts on 

participation. When the adults spoke about their own vulnerabilities, it allowed students to feel 

more comfortable in talking about their own and/or reflecting in their journals. On the other 

hand, some students felt it was harder to speak out when the group was small and in particular, 

when they were a fairly new student to the program. 

                 A further recommendation would be to bring in guests with a variety of cultural 

backgrounds to share their stories of belonging, generosity, master, and/or independence. Some 

suggested sources would be to contact school administrators, school Indigenous Support 

Workers, and/or the local immigration centre. In this writer’s practice, having an expert come 

into classrooms is often very powerful for the students. This in-person experience could replace 

the story portions of the lessons. 

                This journal, while on the surface, seems simple, the implantation is multi-layered and 

therefore, can be cumbersome in the application there of. It would be helpful that along with the 

Teacher’s Guide (Appendix B), there is a “Facilitator’s Training Workshop” that could be 

administered before the teachers begin to implement the journal. This would ensure the teacher 

feels well prepared to teach the concepts of the Circle of Courage – West Coast Style.  

Conclusions 

 

                All students deserve to be heard, deserve to feel safe, and deserve to belong in their 

school environment. Relationships between students and school staff is paramount to successful 
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learning. When students feel connected to their environment, it can lead to greater success in 

both academics and in their life outside of school. Once students feel a sense of belonging, they 

can then open themselves up to possibilities with a renewed sense of confidence and trust that the 

school staff truly care about their wellbeing.   

               What I have learned from this journey is best encompassed at the very core of this 

project: belonging, generosity, mastery, and independence. 

        Belonging: Significance - I have learned that for me, in order to belong I must feel 

significant. The creation of this journal has enabled me to look deeply at where I belong and 

what creates that intrinsic feeling for me. The support I have received and the student 

participation has warmed my heart, and I know I belong in my school. 

        Generosity: Virtue - I am so thankful for other people’s generosity towards me and in 

helping me to complete this project; from staff, students, administration, and my family. I have 

learned to graciously accept the generosity of other people towards me as well as how to freely 

give of myself.   My students have embraced this project with me, assisted me in testing the 

journal and have provided me with valuable feedback. 

       Mastery: Competence - at the onset of this journey I was not convinced that I had the ability 

to successfully complete it. I know there will still be revisions to the journal as time goes on; 

however, it has been finished for now and will continue to be something I am proud of and will 

use in my classroom.  

       Independence: Passion - while I have had many people supporting me through this 

adventure, the choice was mine to fulfill the desire to obtain a master’s degree as well as to 

create a practical tool to help increase alternate students’ sense of belonging in classrooms. I 
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truly hope others will be able to find the same passion in their daily work, in their lives, and in 

their relationships, particularly with those who are most vulnerable – our students.   
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Forward 

           One of our goals is to create a positive culture in school environments. 

Fostering self-esteem is seen as one of the primary steps in this pursuit, and to 

help guide us we have drawn on aspects of the “Circle of Courage” which was 

developed by Larry Brendtro, Martin Brokenleg and Steve Van Bockern (2002). 

Their model integrates Native American philosophies of child-rearing, the 

Medicine Wheel, and research on resiliency.    

           The symbol of the circle reminds us of equality as there is no ‘top’ or 

‘bottom’.  It shows us strength; for as we stand together, our hearts and voices 

are connected.   

           Using this concept of a circle we have created a West Coast circle that is 

relevant to students of this region. Local animals have been substituted from the 

original Lakota symbols used in the Circle of Courage© (Brendtro et al., 2002) 

so that they represent the four areas of Belonging, Mastery, Independence, and 

Generosity for our circle. 

           With the blessing of the original founders named above, we have named 

our circle: “Circle of Courage – West Coast Style”. 
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To the Users of this Journal: 

 

Our hope is to have you embark on a personal journey, to explore aspects of 

yourself in a deep and meaningful way, as well as to reflect as you learn about 

yourself, your school, and your community. We envision users further 

developing the skills needed to become a well-balanced person who is 

connected to themselves and to the community.  

How to Use This Journal: 

This is your journal! The main idea behind this journal is to have you reflect on 

the teachings, the stories, and the discussions, as you work your way through 

each section.  

Please keep in mind: 

* you can use words to describe your thoughts – creative writing, long 

sentences, point form, poetry – anything goes, 

* you can use drawings and/or symbols to describe your thoughts, 

* you can add colour to any or all of the pages in this journal, 

* the more thought you put in, the deeper your analysis will be and thus the 

greater growth that will happen, * try to always do your best – quality = pride! 
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Circle of Courage - West Coast Style 

 

   

 

BELONGING 

A Sense of 

community 

Safety 

Comfort 

Self-

Awareness 

State of being 

 

 

 

INDEPENDENCE 

Making own 

decisions 

Setting goals 

Self-regulation 

Being 

responsible 

for self 

GENEROSITY 

Helping others 

Self-Love 

Contributing to 

others 

community, 

greater world 

MASTERY 

To achieve 

personal goals 

Develop 

competency in 

chosen areas 

Self-Control 
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My Circle of Courage - West Coast Style 

 

 
BELONGING 

 

INDEPENDENCE 

 

GENEROSITY 

 

MASTERY 
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                                                    Belonging - Wolf and Bear                                         3 

 

 

Wolf – Wolf honours family and serves the community.  Wolf understands the 

evolution of family and the community and the importance it has.  Wolf is a 

strong, warm, loyal and devoted leader.  Wolf is very spiritual and believes in 

unity and education.  Wolf is a symbol for perseverance, intuition and success. 

Shawn Decaire’s Wolf, (2018) 
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4

 

Bear – Bear has a very generous nature.  Bear is a symbol for choices, decision 

making and options.  Bear is friendly, loving, humble, and cherishes the 

uniqueness of each soul.  Bear is a symbol of power and honour.  

Shawn Decaire’s Bear, (2018) 

5 
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Why is Belonging important to me?                                                                

Why is Belonging important for people?  
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6 

What qualities do I respect in others?                                                             

 

 

How can I communicate effectively so that people will listen, and not 

misunderstand? 
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7 

What are some things that I can do so I don’t disconnect from family and friends?  

 

Music is common to all cultures; it encourages a sense of belonging and is a 

creative outlet.  What type of music makes me happy? 
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Do I connect better with the wolf or the bear (or another animal/ symbol)? How 

so? Reflect on this by writing or by drawing. 
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Generosity – Butterfly and Salmon 

 

 

 

Butterfly – Butterfly recognizes the importance of finding joy in life and lightness of being.  

Butterfly is a symbol of change and transformation.  Butterfly is a powerful animal to call 

when in times of personal, relationship or work transformations; Butterfly will add ease and 

lightness to the process.  Butterfly inspires people to express themselves openly and to add 

colour to their lives.  

 

Shawn Decaire’s Butterfly, (2018) 
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                                                                                                10 

 
 

Salmon – Salmon is a symbol of abundance, fertility, prosperity and renewal.  Some people of 

the Pacific Northwest coast believed that salmon are immortal humans who live in villages 

deep under the ocean. In the spring time the immortal humans put on Salmon disguises and 

offer themselves as food to the people. After the salmon were eaten, the people would put 

the full fish skeleton back in the water, so the spirit would rise again and turn back into 

Salmon people, creating the cycle of life.  

 

 

Shawn Decaire’s Salmon, (2018) 
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Why is Generosity important to me?  

 

Why is Generosity important to a community?   
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What can I do to share my time and positive skills to help others?  

 

 

How can I encourage others on their journey? 
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Who am I grateful for in my life and why?  

 

 

 

What would it be like for me and my family if I had to hunt, farm, and harvest our own food? 
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Do I ever catch myself interrupting or talking over someone else? Explore why this might 

happen: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How can I be more generous today? 
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                                                                                                 15 

Do I connect best with the Butterfly or the Salmon (or another animal/ symbol) How so? 

Reflect by writing or by drawing. 
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Mastery – Eagle and Beaver 

 

 

Beaver – Beaver has a great understanding of nature and works in harmony with the 

surroundings. Beaver is very flexible working towards goals and gaining a sense of 

achievement.  Beaver is a symbol of good work ethics, a strong will and a protector, with a 

strong sense of family and creativity. 

Shawn Decaire’s Beaver, (2018) 
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                                                                                                                                             17 

 
Eagle – Eagle is the master of skies and is believed to be the creature with the closest 

relationship with the creator.  Eagle signifies focus, great strength, peace, and leadership. 

The wings of Eagle are a symbol of the balance between women and men; how they depend 

on each other; and how men and women must work together in order to achieve harmonious 

results 

 

Shawn Decaire’s Eagle, (2018) 
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Why is Mastery important to me? 

 

Why is Mastery important for people?  
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                                                                                                19 

What kinds of skills have I learned and developed or would like to develop? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Where can I go to be in my “happy place”? In what ways do I reflect (journal, thoughts, 

music). 

 

 

 

 

 



DEVELOPING A SENSE OF BELONGING  81 

 

                                                                                                20 

 

Describe a positive memory that is connected to music.  

 

 

 

 

What healthy activities help me to relieve stress?  
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How do I (or how could I) develop stronger self-respect and/or self-worth? 

 

 

Do I connect better with the Eagle or the Beaver (or another animal/ symbol)? How so? 

Reflect by writing or by drawing. 
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                                                                                                22   

Independence - Orca and Raven 

 

Raven - Mischievous and curious, Raven is a symbol of creation, knowledge, prestige as well 

as the complexity of nature and the subtlety of truth. Raven is also a symbol of the unknown 

and is there to show that every person sees the world in a different way. Known as the 

“keeper of secrets”, Raven helps people by exposing the truth of potentially harmful secrets. 

 

Shawn Decaire’s Raven, (2018) 
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                                                                                                                                              23 

 

 

 

Orca - Orca is a symbol of kindness, intelligence, compassion, family, romance, longevity, 

harmony, travel, community, and protection. Orca protects those who travel away from home, 

and leads them back when the time comes. Orca raises each child with care. Orcas will often 

stay their whole life with the same pod. Orca is believed to help people in need.  

Shawn Decaire’s Orca, (2018) 
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Why is Independence important to me? 

 

 

Why is Independence important in our community? 
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What does confidence mean to me? 

 

 

 

What has someone done or said to help build my self-confidence? 
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What positive qualities would others say I have? 

 

 

What are some things that I like about myself? 
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What are three possible changes I may go through in my lifetime? What can I do 

to prepare for these changes? 

 

 

What healthy activities can I begin or continue to do, for self-care? 
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Do I connect better with the Raven or the Whale (or another animal/ symbol)? 

How so? Reflect on this by writing or by drawing. 
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Build a Totem 

 

Totems can have different meanings for each person, group, or culture who 

builds them. 

“First Nations have long passed on knowledge from generation to generation 

through oral traditions, which includes storytelling. Totem poles were the 

traditional way of telling the story of an individual clan and to communicate 

legends, history and culture. Every totem has a distinctive story and can be 

grouped into specific categories; categories depend on where the totem will be 

located and the occasion for which it is carved.”   

There are many different types of totems: welcome, house, mortuary, and more. 

For more information visit the site referenced below.  

 (https://www.hellobc.com/stories/every-totem-pole-tells-a-story/). 

 

Based on what you have learned about your journey around the Circle of 

Courage – West Coast Style, tell your story by building a totem using the 

pictures on the following pages. Refer back to the various sections in this journal 

to remind yourself of what each animal represents. You can choose any (or all) 

that you believe fit best for you. You can also draw your own animals and/or 

symbols to represent “You”!

https://www.hellobc.com/stories/every-totem-pole-tells-a-story/
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Belonging 

                                

 

 

Generosity 
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Mastery 

                                

 

 

Independence 
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Circle of Courage – West Coast Style 

                                                           

Belonging                                                                    Independence                                                                                             

 

 

Generosity                                                                                                           Mastery 
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Appendix B 

 

Circle of Courage - West Coast Style 

Teacher’s Guide 

Compiled by Christine Middleton 

 

 

Greg Henderson’s Namwayut, (2015) 
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Introduction Lesson Information 

 

Teacher Tip: Acknowledge the traditional lands you are on when starting the journal – ask local 

elders or contact the local band office if you need more information. 

Introducing the Medicine Wheel 

 

Retrieved from: https://prevention.nd.gov/files/pdf/The_Medicine_Wheel_Activities_1.pdf 

The Medicine Wheel 

The Native-American concept of the medicine wheel symbolically represents a nonlinear model 

of human development. Each compass direction on the wheel offers lessons and gifts that 

support the development of a balanced individual. The intention is to remain balanced at the 

center of the wheel while developing equally the physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual 

aspects of one’s personality. The concept of the medicine wheel varies among Native peoples: 

different groups attribute different gifts to positions on the wheel. But the following offers a 

generalized overview of some lessons and gifts connected with the development process. 

Lessons and gifts from the EAST, the place of first light, spring, and birth, include: 

Warmth of the spirit 

Purity, trust, and hope 

Unconditional love 

Courage 

Truthfulness 

Guidance and leadership 

Capacity to remain in the present moment 

1 

https://prevention.nd.gov/files/pdf/The_Medicine_Wheel_Activities_1.pdf
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Lessons and gifts from the SOUTH, the place of summer and youth, include: 

Generosity, sensitivity, and loyalty 

Romantic love 

Testing of the physical body/self-control 

Gifts of music and art 

Capacity to express feelings openly in ways that are respectful to others 

 

Lessons and gifts from the WEST, the place of autumn and adulthood, include: 

Dreams, prayers, and meditation 

Perseverance when challenged 

Balance between passionate loyalty and spiritual insight 

Use of personal objects, sacred objects 

Understanding of life’s meaning 

Fasting, ceremony, self-knowledge, and vision 

 

Lessons and gifts from the NORTH, the place of winter and elders, include: 

Intellectual wisdom 

Ability to complete tasks that began as a vision 

Detachment from hate, jealousy, desire, anger, and fear 

Ability to see the past, present, and future as interrelated 

 

Bopp, J.,Bopp, M., Brown, L.,& Lane Jr., P. (1989). The sacred tree: reflections on native 

american spirituality. twin lakes, wi: lotus light publications. 

 

 

2 
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Introducing the Original Circle of Courage 

 

The group of researchers who created the Circle of Courage based their ideology on the 

Medicine Wheel (Brendtro et al., 2002). 

  

Circle of Courage, George Blue Bird’s Circle of Courage art work. (Brendtro et al., 2002) 

 

“The four directions portray universal human needs for belonging, mastery, independence, and 

generosity. These are the foundations for psychological resilience and positive youth 

development” (Circle of Courage, n.d.). 

Belonging 

In First Nations cultures, belonging was the most significant and was nurtured in communities. 

Ella Deloria, a Lakota anthropologist, described the core value of belonging in this way: "Be 

related, somehow, to everyone you know” (Circle of Courage, n.d.).  Treating others as family 

creates powerful bonds and relationships of respect.  
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Generosity 

There is great value in generosity. “The central goal in Native American child-rearing is to teach 

the importance of being generous and unselfish. In helping others, youth create their own proof 

of worthiness: they make a positive contribution to another human life”. (Circle of Courage, n.d). 

Mastery 

Children and youth are taught to carefully observe and listen to those with more experience. A 

person with learned skills is seen as a model for learning, not as a competitor. “Each person 

strives for mastery for personal growth, but not to be superior to someone else” (Circle of 

Courage, n.d.).  Youth are encouraged to lead by example and be responsible. 

Independence 

First Nations teaching is designed to build respect and teach inner discipline. Children and youth 

are “encouraged to make decisions, solve problems, and show personal responsibility” (Circle of 

Courage, n.d.).   

Retrieved from: Circle of Courage® https://www.starr.org/training/youth/aboutcircleofcourage 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.starr.org/training/youth/aboutcircleofcourage
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Introducing the Circle of Courage – West Coast Style 

 

 

 

5 
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Forward From the Journal 

 

One of our goals is to create a positive culture in school environments. Fostering self-

esteem is seen as one of the primary steps in this pursuit, and to help guide us we have drawn on 

aspects of the “Circle of Courage” which was developed by Larry Brendtro, Martin Brokenleg 

and Steve Van Bockern (2002). Their model integrates Native American philosophies of child-

rearing, the Medicine Wheel, and research on resiliency.    

 

The symbol of the circle reminds us of equality as there is no ‘top’ or ‘bottom’.  It shows 

us strength; for as we stand together, our hearts and voices are connected.   

 

Using this concept of a circle we have created a West Coast circle that is relevant to 

students of this region. Local animals have been substituted from the original Lakota symbols 

used in the Circle of Courage© (Brendtro et al., 2002) so that they represent the four areas of 

Belonging, Mastery, Independence, and Generosity for our circle. 

 

With the blessing of the original founders named above, we have named our circle: 

“Circle of Courage – West Coast Style”. 

 

 

 

7 
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Animal Representations 

Teacher Tip: Additional Information – Explaining the four areas in the circle. Explain to 

the students that having a personal awareness and a connection to each area is helpful in guiding 

their lives in positive directions. This section gives you an overview of how each animal 

connects with each section of the circle. 

The four areas are belonging, generosity, mastery, and independence: 

Belonging:                 bear: friendly, loving, humble;  

wolf: strong, warm, loyal and devoted leader 

 

Generosity:                butterfly: symbol of change and transformation;  

salmon: symbol of abundance, fertility, prosperity and    

renewal 

 

 

Mastery:  beaver: good work ethics, strong will, protector, strong 

sense of family and creativity;  

eagle; focus, great strength, peace, and leadership 

 

Independence:  raven: shows that every person sees the world in a 

different way, “keeper of secrets”, exposes the truth of 

potentially harmful secrets;  

orca: kindness, intelligence, compassion, family, romance, 

longevity, harmony, travel, community, and protection 

8 
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Brainstorm Ideas for Belonging, Generosity, Mastery, Independence 

 

Teacher Tip: Give students a dictionary definition to help start the conversation then ask 

students to think of specific actions and/or situations as examples. There are some ideas to help 

prompt the students below. 

Belonging: Possible Definitions: attachment, comfort, acceptance, inclusion, rapport, 

relationship association, sense of care, relaxing, member, unconditional 

Actions: greeting new students, inviting others in, saying hello 

Generosity: Possible Definitions: kindness, unselfishness, free-giving, charity, open-

mindedness, heart, grace, good-will, compassion, friendship, gift, compassion 

Actions: donating to the food bank, helping around the classroom, showing a new student 

around the school 

Mastery: Possible Definitions: ability, skill, understanding, expertness, capacity, knowledge, 

ingenuity, proficiency, skillfulness, strength, talent, sharpness, efficiency 

Actions: trying a new tasks (i.e. woodwork, cooking), practicing until a skill is learned, teaching 

others, maintaining a job 

Independence: Possible Definitions: autonomy, self-reliant, self-determination, assurance, 

boldness, bravery, certainty, courage, self-confidence, purpose, freedom, choice 

Actions: making own choices, choosing healthy activities, committing to a job or task 

 

9 
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4-Corners Activity Explained 

Possible Activity to Use as Stories and/or situations/scenarios are read. 

 

Steps: 

1. Present a statement, issue, or question related to the journal/story. 

2. Provide four different responses (for this situation: Belonging, Generosity, Mastery, 

Independence) and place one response in each corner of the classroom. (For a general 4-Corner 

activity educators often use strongly agree, agree, strongly disagree, and disagree) 

3. Give students about 10 to 20 seconds to think on their own ("think time") 

4. Ask students to choose the corner with the response that best represents their point of view. 

*5. Ask students to pair with a classmate in their corner and share the reasons behind their 

decision. 

*6. Ask each group to come to consensus and select one person to share the group's reasoning 

and decision with the whole group. 

*Note – steps 5 and 6 are not necessary for this journal lesson/activity 

Alternate Activity: Have each student write out the four words on separate pieces of paper 

(ideally four different colours) or have them premade for the students. When asked the questions 

regarding each story, students hold up the quadrant they believe is represented in the story. 

10 

“Which quadrant was 

represented in the story?” 

Belonging Generosity 

Mastery Independence 
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Outline of Classroom Lessons 

Now that you have helped students to understand the basics of the Circle of Courage – 

West Coast Style, you can now begin to teach each section in detail. Here is an outline of 

how each lesson can be taught: 

Materials: journals for students, sticky notes, pencils, pens, pencil crayons, *posters with the four 

virtues and copies of the related stories, chosen by the teacher(s), to be read.  

*Examples of posters are included in this guide and may be copied for use in these lessons 

Time Activity Order Notes 

5 to 10 

minutes 

Briefly explain/review concept of circle as 

well as any previous lessons 

This may take longer if more than one 

lesson has previously been done 

10 - 12 

minutes 

 

 

Introduce quadrant being highlighted: 

- do a “word/phrase” brain storm 

- write the words in journal. 

For example: If the theme is 

“Belonging” brainstorm words and 

phrases that define belonging 

 

Students can choose the words or 

phrases with which they most identify 

5 minutes Read the related short story aloud to the 

class   

 

Discuss how and why the story relates 

to the theme 

Suggested stories are in the Teacher’s 

Guide (Appendix B) 

2 – 5 Read the sections aloud in the journal re: Clarify any concepts that may not be 
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minutes animals related to each quadrant  clear to all students 

10 -15 

minutes  

(including 

next 

section) 

Individual reflection in journal 

Students may finish this activity at 

different times, so they can use the time to 

colour and/or individualize the 

animals/journal 

Students can write, draw, discuss with 

a staff member, and scribes may be 

provided as needed 

 

See above Have students share 

-  in pairs, groups, or individually  

- have students write or draw reflections 

briefly (one-two words) using sticky notes 

and then attach to poster board 

*Poster is related to the term theme 

(see samples) 

10 – 15 

minutes or 

longer as 

needed 

**Last lesson includes the Totem Activity During last term – Totem activity at 

the end of the journal, ideally in the 

spring term. See specific instructions 

in the journal 
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*Samples of Posters 
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Story Suggestions  

*(In progress – please share any suggestions) 

 

Teacher Tip: contact your local Teacher-Librarian for suggestions to suit your students’ abilities 

and the diverse needs you may have in your group/classrooms. While the journal is based in 

Indigenous culture, the philosophy opens itself to all cultures; therefore, look for any inclusive 

material that reflects the virtues. 

Teacher Tip: While it is best to find authentic stories and ones that suit the abilities and ages of 

your students, the belief of this writer is that most students enjoy being read to – even “picture 

books”. Make the decision based how well you know the students and the materials available. 

This writer has found that even the typical high school student enjoys a basic story from a picture 

book so long as it is not for a level much below grade 4 or 5. 

Teacher Tip: Another idea is to find short videos (under 5 minutes) that are based on the four 

concepts. Ask a Teacher-Librarian or do a Google search for yourself. 

Belonging: 

Picture Book – Pebble: A Story About Belonging by Susan Milord.  

- Try not to give away the full title. 

Collection of Short Stories - Just some stuff I wrote by William Bell. 

- Short stories exploring the highs and lows of characters 

struggling to belong. 

 

15 
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Generosity: 

Picture Book – A Salmon for Simon by Betty Waterton (Author), Ann Blades (Illustrator) 

- A little boy, Simon, show generosity to a salmon in this award 

winning book. 

Collection of Short Stories - The Memory Machine: a collection of short stories written by 

students in grades nine through twelve, edited by Rachelle McCallum. 

-  These stories represent hopes, dreams, and fears of the writers 

Mastery: 

Picture Book - Beautiful warrior : the legend of the Nun's kung fu, by Emily Arnold 

McCully 

- This book tells the story of two unlikely kung fu masters and how 

their skills in martial arts saves them both. 

 

Collection of Short Stories - Anywhere stories by Leo Sawicki; illustrations by Leo Neilson 

(Sweet Pea). 

- Disclaimer: This collection was recommended to the writer, not 

read 

- This collection is gathered from many tribes, customs, and 

ceremonies of North American Indigenous Peoples.  

16 
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Independence: 

Picture Book - A Boy Called Slow by Joseph Bruchac, Artist: Rocco Baviera 

- A Lakota Sioux boy grows into manhood who with careful deliberation, 

determination, and bravery, eventually earns the new name of Sitting Bull 

Collection of Short Reflections - In Our Own Teen Voice 4, Editor: Lori Shwydky 

- This is a collection of stories written by students on Vancouver Island. 

Themes range from self-identity, family, friends and relationships, 

belonging, sports, gaming, stress, depression, disability, loss, to growing-

up, sexual orientation, love, war, passion, courage, and hope.  

- Please note, some of these stories contain graphic content and mature 

subject matter. 

*Please note - many stories are interchangeable with the four sections of the Circle of Courage – 

West Coast Style. Use the ones that best suit your needs and the needs of your students. 
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Thank-You! 

 

Thank you for choosing to use the Circle of Courage – West Coast Style journal in your 

classroom. I hope you are able to appreciate the significance of this learning and also, enjoy your 

own journey of self-discovery. 

18 
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Appendix C 

Letter of Permission to use and modify the Circle of Courage 

From: Larry Brendtro [mailto:larry.brendtro@gmail.com]  

Sent: Sunday, April 15, 2018 5:38 AM 

To: Christine Middleton <Christine.Middleton@sd72.bc.ca> 

Subject: Re: Use of the Circle of Courage 

Glad to hear of your work with the Circle of Courage and we have good memories of our times 

at Campbell River. We are preparing for our 25th annual Black Hills Seminars so if you know 

folks who are interested, our nonprofit organzation's website is www.ReclaimingYouth.org. 

Also, we have a free online journal at GrowingEdgeTraining.com. 

Best wishes with your project.  

Larry K. Brendtro 

Reclaiming Youth at Risk 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

On Sat, Apr 14, 2018 at 6:27 PM, Christine Middleton <Christine.Middleton@sd72.bc.ca> 

wrote: 

Hello Dr. Brendtro, 

My name is Christine Middleton and I am a teacher in a Campbell River, BC, Canada alternate 

school. We have been using the concepts of the Circle of Courage as our school philosophy for 

several years now. Many of our staff members, myself included, have taken the RAP training in 

Victoria BC.  

While we have fully embraced the Circle of Courage, we would like to take the basic concepts – 

Belonging, Independence, Generosity, and Mastery – and create our own circle which is 

reflective of the West Coast and Campbell River area. As we create teachings around this, we 

will always acknowledge the roots of our circle in the Circle of Courage as well as in the 

Medicine Wheel. 

We would love to have your blessing in doing this project.  

Regards, 

Christine Middleton, B. Ed. BACYC 

Robron Centre Nexus Program Teacher & LST 
740 Robron Rd. 

http://www.reclaimingyouth.org/
mailto:Christine.Middleton@sd72.bc.ca

