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ABSTRACT 

Mary Katharine Duffie, M.A. 

The University of Arizona# 1989 

The text and accompanying video tape describe the 

"talking circle" ritual as it is being used spiritually 

by a Native American group in Southern Arizona. The 

text analyzes the evolution of the ritual and applies 

widely accepted models of group therapy to its uses in 

the following capacities: Spiritually, (and in) 

Substance Abuse, Education and the Psychological 

Treatment of Troubled Teen-agers. The video tape 

features interviews with local practitioners and is 

narrated by a traditional Chippewa Indian. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The talking circle ritual, as observed by the author 

among Native American groups in Southern Arizona, is a 

sacred endeavor used for spiritual support and community 

therapy. The talking circle is a pan-Indian ritual adopted 

in form from the Northwest Coast tribes (Holm, 1986) and 

in meaning from the Plains groups (Old Elk, 1989). It is 

a communication process incorporating generalized Native 

elements from various cultures, not reflecting any one 

particular tribal group's cultural tradition. The 

traditional applications of the "talking stick" among the 

Northwest Coast groups were connected to a potlatch. The 

"talking stick ceremony" was used by Plains groups as part 

of a decision making process. The "talking circle" is the 

metamorphosed remnant of these two processes having 

application among Native groups in education, substance 

abuse, and cross-culturally in the psychological treatment 

of troubled teen-agers. 

Among the Haida tribe of the Northwest Coast, 

"speaker staffs" were used by the chief, or men of 

position, as part of a gift-giving ceremony. In 

traditional Northwest Coast societies, all legitimacy came 

from the past. A chief's carved speaker staff signified 

his authority. Holding it indicated that the power to 

distribute gifts in the present, derived from the the 

events that occurred in the mythic past (Renwick, 1974). 
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Holm (1986) identified the "talking stick" used 

among the Kwakiutl tribe. The chief held his talking 

stick when making a formal speech. The stick was used 

for emphasis - pounded against the floor or jabbed into 

the ground, rested on the shoulder, or held in various 

positions. It often resembled a small totem pole. 

Members of the Crow tribe, interviewed by the 

author, say that the "talking stick ceremony" has been 

used throughout the centuries, by Plains groups as a 

process of conflict resolution or decision making (Old 

Elk, 1989). A talking stick was used to designate who 

had the right to express an opinion on a particular 

subject. Some tribes used a pipe, a wampum belt, a 

sacred shell or a feather. Whatever the object, it 

assured the speaker freedom to express his 

feelings/opinions without fear of censure. 

The talking circle's use in education, and cross-

culturally with troubled teen-agers, incorporate 

adopted segments of the traditional spiritual process. 
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With these groups, the talking circle is a 

communication process designed to produce therapeutic 

responses for both populations. In these settings, the 

talking circle is a psychological process and not a 

spiritual endeavor. 

In its spiritual application, the talking circle 

ritual is a pan-Indian phenomenon incorporating 

generalized Native elements. These elements are 

borrowed in form from the Northwest Coast (talking 

stick, speaker staff), and in meaning from the Plains 

tribes (actual speaking process). The talking circle 

blends common spiritual elements of the Native American 

cultures (a supreme creator, the power of words, inter

relationship of humans and non-humans, and importance 

of regular ritual), with American psychology. According 

to many American psychological models, healing occurs 

from bringing what is unconscious, into consciousness. 

Self-disclosure, and self-examination are some of the 

catalysts in this process; the principal features of 

the talking circle. 

In its contemporary uses, a circle of 

individuals led by a spiritual leader passes a sacred 

object designating who has the right to speak. Each 

individual has a chance to share the truth of his or 

her personal experience in the moment, while others 
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listen in a supportive, non-judgmental manner. In this 

form the ritual is not used for decision making, but 

rather for spiritual insight and psychological 

healing. The talking circle is used to evoke an 

elevated state of mind in which the pressures of 

ordinary reality can be set aside, while emotions are 

re-directed toward a direct perception of greater 

awareness and consciousness. 

The Native Americans observed by the author brought 

this therapeutic process to their community after 

attending workshops at Alkalai Lake, Canada. 

The people of Alkalai Lake began teaching self-

development seminars for Native Americans after going 

from a 100 percent alcoholism rate to 95 percent 

alcohol-free from 1975 to 1985. A corresponding 

interest in reviving Native spirituality ensued, 

prompting them to find shamans from nearby tribes who 

would help them remember aspects of their Native 

religion. Alkalai Lake and members of the Crow tribe, 

among others, are active in the strand of the pan-

Indian movement assuming permission to distribute 

ceremonies and rituals around the country. It remains a 

controversial subject as urban and reservation Indians 

groups, who have largely lost touch with their original 

culture, learn in a workshop how to perform sacred 
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sweat lodges, talking circles and other pan-Indian 

ceremonies (Thomas, 1989). 

Native Americans using this ritual would think 

it unnatural to divide into categories that which is 

psychological and that which is spiritual. The outcome 

of categorizing spirituality would be a distortion. 

When interpreting the ritual in its spiritual 

applications, the reader is reminded the foregoing 

analysis is done from a non-Indian viewpoint. The 

author attempts to inter-relate psychological 

methodologies with generalized Native philosophy, as 

they apply to the talking circle. The text presents 

widely accepted models of group therapy among non-

Indians, and integrates them with the process of the 

talking circle. This is done through close 

examination of its uses with Indian adults (in a 

spiritual sense), with Indian and non-Indian children 

and cross-culturally in the psychological healing of 

troubled teen-agers. 

In a slightly varied form, the talking circle is 

being used by elementary school teachers as part of a 

new educational strategy. "Cooperative Learning" is 

designed to emphasize group education while addressing 

the special needs of Native American children. The 

process remains a psychological one as the element of a 
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"higher power" is not acknowledged. Its use in the 

classroom corresponds directly with principles for 

children's group therapy, that produce outcomes such as 

value education (i.e. perspective-taking, respect for 

another's opinion , honesty) and increased classroom 

participation. 

Cross-culturally, the talking circle is used in 

adolescent therapy by an organization called "Vision 

Quest". "Vision Quest" received permission from the 

Crow tribe of Montana to use their ceremonies to help 

youth deal with emotions that would otherwise be 

difficult to disclose. Models of group therapy that 

apply to adolescents correspond strongly to the talking 

circle, as it is being used by "Vision Quest". In the 

commonality of their peer group adolescents are able to 

express anxieties and fears in the presence of a mutual 

support system. The talking circle adheres to specific 

principles of adolescent psychotherapy including peer 

group support and exploration of choices from varying 

perspectives. 
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SPIRITUAL APPLICATIONS 

Generally, Paula Gunn (1985) defines the purpose 

of Native American ceremony as: 

(a means to ) to integrate: to fuse 
the individual with his or her 
fellows, the community of people with 
that of the other larger communal 
group, and with the worlds beyond 
this one. 

American Indian ceremonies and rituals let the 

individual shed rules and roles associated with 

cultural specifications, allowing for consciousness 

raising and restored harmony between the individual and 

the universe (Gunn, 1985). They are sacred endeavors 

reflecting holistic cosmologies of the Native cultures. 

In order to apply specific models of group 

therapy to the talking circle, it is necessary to 

provide the reader with a complete description of the 

inherent individual phases, starting with its spiritual 

applications among reservation Indians in San Carlos, 

Arizona. Some of these individuals use the talking 

circle as a spiritual support while others participate 

in association with their work in "Alcoholics 

Anonymous". 

According to the theological basis of this ritual, 

"strength" and "courage" are given to the 
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individual through sacred process encouraging catharsis 

and psychological healing (Old Elk, Ben, 1989). Each 

member of the talking circle group is empowered by 

the "Creator" to speak and share the truth of his or 

her life experience, while holding a sacred object, 

such as a stone or feather. 

In its spiritual uses, the leader of a group of 

individuals, averaging in number from four to thirty, 

calls on the spirit of the Creator to provide the 

group with inner strength and courage, while each 

individual shares private adversities and triumphs with 

one another. The leader facilitates the spiritual 

process, using compositional elements that include an 

a abilone shell in which sage and cedar are burned, 

eagle or other bird feathers, and sacred stones. 

After saying a prayer, usually in the native 

language, the leader honors the "four directions" 

(North, South, East and West) and burns sage and cedar 

as an offering to the "Great Spirit". An assistant 

then carries the burning shell around to each member of 

the group (in a clock-wise motion, beginning with the 

person seated in the East), so that each individual can 

pull the smoke with the hands around his or her body 

for spiritual purification. This process is called 

"smudging" (Old Elk, Ben, 1989). Next a stone or a 

feather is given to the person sitting in the East, 
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empowering this individual to start the group process 

by speaking the truth of his or her experience in the 

moment. He or she greets the group and begins. 

After the first person is finished sharing, the 

stone is passed to the individual seated on the left, 

indicating a transfer of empowerment. He or she then 

greets everyone in the group and begins his or her 

process. This process continues until everyone has had 

a chance to self-disclose. 

Often the sharing reveals painful experiences for 

the individual, however limited verbal feedback is 

administered by the group. Everyone is supposed to be 

listening attentively, in a non-judgmental manner. 

Crying and laughing in support of the person who is 

sharing are the only verbal forms of acknowledgment. 

Heavy emotional pain is greeted with non-verbal 

gestures, ..including group hand-holding until the 

individual has completed his or her personal process. 

Those group members sitting on either side of this 

person will put their arms around him or her for the 

duration. It is not until the ritual is complete 

that conversation among sub-groups occurs. Then it 

becomes a social interaction and no longer a sacred 

endeavor (Littlecreek, 1989). 

No set time limit is imposed; the ritual is over 

when all individuals have had a chance to share. The 
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leader then summarizes the important themes brought out 

during the process, incorporating individual 

psychological issues among group members, into an 

overall Native cosmology. He reminds participants of 

the confidential nature of all that transpired, and 

officially closes the process with an additional 

prayer. All group members then rise and begin the 

ritual of hugging one other in a systematic circular 

movement. 

This description explains only one version of the 

talking circle's use in a spiritual format. Every 

leader has a different style based on the nature of his 

or her tribal culture and personal spiritual 

revelations. In many cases the language, the 

compositional elements, and the sacred object passed 

vary, however the actual process of sharing remains the 

same (Old Elk, 1989 ). The leader for the 

aforementioned group is Navajo. 
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DEFINITION OF 

EXISTENTIAL GROPP PSYCHOTHERAPY 

In its sacred uses, the existential model can be 

applied to the talking circle, as this style of group 

psychotherapy has a spiritual complexion. Because 

Native Americans (in the video tape) are using this 

ritual as a spiritual support, for the maintenance of 

sobriety, and for the process-oriented experience of 

group bonding, the existential model applies. 

The existential viewpoint postulates that 

significant self-transformation occurs only through 

conscious realization of experience that arises from 

direct perception of existence. The therapeutic 

response manifests as the result of release from 

structure. Release from culturally specified roles 

gives an individual permission to be in the moment for 

a direct vision of what "is" (Meek, 1985). This can 

mostly occur in an atmosphere of non-judgment, 

creating a cathartic reaction. 

Catharsis is the emotional release moving that 

which is unconscious into consciousness, thus producing 

insight and deeper understanding for the individual and 

his or her inter-personal relationships. 
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Existential group psychotherapy seeks to produce a 

proper understanding of the mind in relation to culture 

and in relation to the natural order of "being" (Meek, 

1985). According to this model, knowledge that comes 

from cultural experience does not create the 

therapeutic response. Understanding that comes from 

pure existence (when all roles and mores are cast 

aside), generates healing and allows access to the 

spiritual. 
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EXISTENTIAL GROUP THERAPY 

APPLIED TO THE TALKING CIRCLE 

The talking circle most resembles the 

existential "sensitivity group" identified by Goldberg 

(1970). The sensitivity group provides an 

existential setting in which participants can openly 

review their basic feelings and opinions about 

themselves and their natural group (i.e. family, work 

place, school etc..) behavior, without having to wear a 

culturally specified role. With its simple agendaless 

structure, it allows a reprieve from the everyday 

societal pressures of having to solve problems 

immediately. In their book The Human Circle, Goldberg 

and Goldberg (1973) discuss the therapeutic value of 

the absence of agenda or rules for group procedure: 

...to mitigate the stereotyped roles 
and role relationships that frequently 
serve as defenses against recognizing 
underlying group process. When 
habitual, stereotyped roles from the 
everyday world are stripped away, the 
feelings and interactions of the 
members become the focus of the 
group's attention. Each participant 
has opportunity to explore 
what he really thinks and feels 
about himself and others. 
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According to this definition, the talking circle 

resembles a sensitivity group. In its supportive, non-

judgmental atmosphere the individual is free from rigid 

cultural expectations, and encouraged through the 

support of the group to be present with the existence 

of his or her personal truth. During the ritual, each 

individual relinquishes internalized personal 

conditioning for a period of time (while holding the 

sacred object). The abandonment of regular programming 

creates a direct experience with unconscious 

limitations and pain that normally interfere with the 

more positive unconscious experience of release and 

liberation (or harmony with the universe). Through 

tears or laughter limitations are experienced 

consciously, creating a catharsis which causes the 

therapeutic response. 

Existential group psychotherapy deals with the 

underlying spiritual malaise that accompanies the 

emotional frustration of having to rely on individual 

resources to solve personal difficulties when an 

individual's natural group is unresponsive (Goldberg, 

1973). An individual's natural group may also be 

dysfunctional. That is, it may not provide the 

necessary support mechanisms for individual self-

actualization, while simultaneously administering 
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maladaptive systems that emotionally or physically 

abuse one or more members. Symptoms of dysfunction 

include chemical dependency, child or spouse abuse, 

emotional or physical neglect, incest, and chronic 

depression. The talking circle, by itself, is not a 

treatment strategy for these symptoms, however it does 

present opportunities for group comparison, while 

lending closer self-examination as part of a healthy 

system of inter-personal relationships. 
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THE TALKING CIRCLE IN 

SOPPORT OF ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS 

Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) employs a "conceptual 

framework combining behavioral, cognitive, dynamic and 

spiritual principles" as a means of integrating theory 

and application on treating the chemically dependent 

person (Brown, 1985). It operates under the premise 

that there is no such thing as "controlled" drinking 

and that recovery from alcoholism is an on-going 

process of self-discovery, requiring basic changes in 

defensive personality structure and self esteem. The 

AA recovery model accents process, not cure, and 

emphasis is placed on "actively engaging in vigorous 

selr-exploration". 

AA programs are helping mental health workers as 

an effective treatment strategy for the Native American 

population, particularly among urban Indians (Thomas, 

1989). Indian Health Service statistics estimate that 

the rate of alcoholism among Native Americans is 4.8 

times higher than the national average (IHS, 1987). 

Approximately, 25 percent of those Native Americans 

participating in the ritual, observed by the author, 

were (recovering) alcoholics. The talking circle is 

used by these individuals as a support for their 
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program, which reinforces self-will removal, feelings 

of belonging, and expanding consciousness to include 

spiritual possibilities. 

Three phases characterize the developmental 

model of alcoholism recovery, all of which are 

supported by participation in the talking circle 

ritual. They are the early abstinence and transitional 

phases when the emphasis is on surrender to a "higher 

power" with a focus on the identity as "alcoholic". 

The third stage is the on-going recovery phase which 

lasts for the rest of the (recovering) alcoholic's 

life. It is characterized by re-conditioning of 

personality structure and integration of spiritual 

principles. 

In the early abstinence and transitional phases, 

members are identifying themselves as alcoholic with a 

constant focus on the removal of self will and reliance 

on a higher power. The emphasis is on relinquishing 

the need for control catalyzing an underlying 

inclination toward surrender (Brown, 1985): 

Without this constant focus on alcohol 
the individual may be lured back into 
a belief (that he can control his 
drinking), so the cycle (of 
alcoholism) starts again. 

Denial is the refusal to believe or accept the 

identity of "alcoholic", which reinforces self-will, 

which in turn creates the belief of being able to 
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control one's drinking. This is the vicious cycle of 

alcoholism, as explained in the AA model. 

Participation in the talking circle acts as an 

integrative experiential process that allows self-

disclosure in a relatively safe emotional environment 

that may contribute to the breakdown of denial. 

In these initial stages "members need hope, faith, 

and support from others" (Brown, 1985). The talking 

circle provides the alcoholic participant with an 

unconditional, non-judgmental environment that respects 

his potential for self-development. 

In the on-going recovery stage, inter-personal 

relationships and environmental concerns become more 

important as the individual "begins to combine internal 

needs with external demands", without the medicinal 

effect of alcohol (Brown, 1985). This is often 

anxiety-producing, requiring the integration of 

spiritual principles: 

Though important at all points in AA 
membership, a growing interest and 
integration of a spiritual factor is 
reported at this stage. Some 
describe this as a reliance 
on a 'higher power' continuing 
steadily from the point of 
initial abstinence. For others, a 
spiritual focus emerges later, 
expressed in the form of 
existential questions or beliefs. 
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This phase is characterized by the edification 

of a new belief system about the self. There is a 

movement away from a "self-centered view of the world 

to one which places the individual in relation to a 

larger universe" (Brown, 1985). Correspondingly, the 

talking circle ritual, acknowledges the dynamic inter

relationships of humans and non-humans (plants, birds, 

rocks, and other animals), encouraging the individual 

to expand his consciousness in contemplation of a 

larger awareness, i.e one within, as opposed to one 

apart. The talking circle also acknowledges a higher 

power providing the (recovering) alcoholic with a 

social environment that gives insight for continued 

self-will removal, and reinforcement of feelings of 

belonging. 

Many AA members seek self-knowledge by an 

expansion of their beliefs through organized religion 

and the study of philosophy or psychology. This is 

true because "changes in home and work are common as 

individuals construct relationships and environments 

that support and reinforce the identity of the 

(recovering) alcoholic. These pursuits may include 

individual psychotherapy, and/or self-help groups that 

are insight-oriented, dynamic and existential in nature 

(Brown, 1985). 
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Mack (1981), emphasizes the need for continual 

acceptance for loss of control and the need for on

going inquiries for help from others, throughout 

recovery. In giving up the belief in the power of self 

(and accepting a higher power and surrender), with the 

recognition of a never-ending need for support, the 

Native Americans observed by the author, use the 

talking circle ritual as a maintenance for sobriety. 

The talking and networking among subgroups that occurs 

when the ritual is complete, indicates a continuation 

of the therapeutic process. It provides an opportunity 

for (recovering) alcoholics to establish new 

relationships that support mental health. 

Once the (recovering) alcoholic recognizes 

surrender is the principal mechanism for remaining 

healthy, service for others becomes tantamount to 

sobriety in the on-going process of healing. During 

the ritual, the individual is afforded the opportunity 

to raise consciousness pertaining to personal 

circumstances, while considering his relationship to 

the needs of fellow group members. The talking circle 

enables the participant to help with the healing of 

another, at the same time that he or she is helping him 

or her himself. 
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COOPERATIVE LEARNING 

AND THE TALKING CIRCLE 

Children spend more time in school than anywhere 

else except the home. The school represents a large 

part of children's daily lives. New educational 

strategies that address the emotional needs of minority 

children have been implemented since the 1960's 

(Salazar, 1989). The talking circle is a small part of 

one such system, called "Cooperative Learning". 

Cooperative Learning is an educational strategy 

designed to structure learning in a goal oriented, 

cooperative manner. It promotes group interaction and 

interdependence on one another to reach academic 

potentials. This system places emphasis on 

perspective-taking. That is the ability to understand 

how a situation appears to another person and how that 

person is reacting cognitively and emotionally to the 

situation (Johnson, 1978). 

Because Native American children have a 

disproportionately high drop-out rate, educational 

strategies, like Cooperative Learning, that deal with 

group learning in a "home-like" atmosphere, are 
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essential for building trust between students and 

teacher; while advancing an interest in academics 

(Salazar, 1989). 

Native American children often suffer identity or 

developmental problems as the result of the cultural 

differences between the home (where relationship is 

central) and school (where competition and 

individuation are mainstream). The contrast between 

the home and school environments presents unusual 

difficulties for Native American students. Their 

reaction to these polarities are attendance problems, 

decreased class participation and distrust of teachers 

and fellow students (Salazar, 1989) 

The purpose of the talking circle in classrooms is 

to create a safe emotional environment for the 

children to share their point of view with others. This 

process remains a psychological one, as the element of 

a higher power is not acknowledged. The talking circle 

supports group learning, by encouraging self-disclosure 

among students so that they are able to build 

relationships with each other and with the teacher that 

are non-threatening. 

The talking circle is a small part of the larger 

strategy of Cooperative Learning. It favors an 

environment that validates Native American thought 

patterns and accustomed social interaction. It also 
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encourages group-bonding among students in a 

heterogenous classroom. This is considered to be of 

particular advantage for Native American students who 

are typically introverted and shy. According to Salazar 

(1989), the talking circle process also promotes 

classroom participation and teaches values like honesty 

and respect for another's opinion. 

It is important to emphasize that the talking 

circle in the classroom, is not a spiritual or 

religious practice. By combining psychological 

principles with educational strategies, processes like 

the talking circle encourage self-disclosure. This 

process is not for prayer, worship or anything commonly 

considered spiritual. 

Before applying qualities of group therapy for 

children to the talking circle, it is necessary to 

describe, specifically, the way it was observed by the 

author in a Tucson classroom. 

A variation of the talking circle is variously 

known as "The Magic Necklace", "The Magic Feather", or 

"Magic Microphone". In each case, the designated object 

(and in the case of the video, both the microphone and 

feather were used) is passed around in a circle so that 

each child has a chance to speak. Whoever holds the 

object is expected to voice an opinion on a previously 

determined subject while the rest listen in a non-
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judgmental manner. Sometimes the feather is passed 

around several times, before a child feels comfortable 

enough to disclose his feelings on the subject. 

Hostilities pertaining to parents or siblings are 

vented, while comraderies are reinforced. Because 

there are no right or wrong answers, many issues can be 

dealt with in this way, without offending anyone. 

(This facilitates a sense of trust between classmates, 

as they come to believe what they say will not be 

criticized. In this way, the children also gain an 

empathetic appreciation for points of view other than 

their own). 
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PRINCIPLES OF CHILDREN'S 

GROUP THERAPY, APPLIED TO THE TALKING CIRCLE 

Slavson and Schiffer (1974), have theorized that 

children are most able to modify personality traits 

through experience. Children in elementary school are 

still in the process of formalizing their 

personalities. They internalize most experiences making 

psychic adaptations which they incorporate into their 

existing personality structures. 

In their book Group Psycho-therapies for 

Children, Slavson and Schiffer (1974) emphasize the 

importance of letting children experience their 

feelings in a non-judgmental atmosphere: 

The freedom to experience 
independently is an absolute necessity 
for developmental learning generally 
and even more so in 
psychotherapy....The group must supply 
security, status and acceptance. These 
eliminate blockings of self-revealing 
expressions and frees the child of his 
fears of establishing relationships. 

These authors stress four elemental qualities 

that should be found in a children's psychotherapy 

group, all of which can be attributed to the talking 

circle. They are as follows: (1) Respect for another 
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(2) Non-judgmental behaviors (3) Emphasis on the 

constructive (4) Equality. 

First, it is very important that the adult 

(teacher) demonstrate a genuine respect for the 

individuality of each member and unconditional 

acceptance of of him or her. 

Second, the adult should present an "unwavering" 

constructive attitude. This means that the adult 

should model non-judgmental behaviors for the benefit 

of each child while the group is in process. The group 

leader should acknowledge contributions, but avoid 

comments like "great" or "good" which can be seen as 

making comparisons between different contributions. 

Each individual should believe that the teacher will 

accept him, regardless of fear, anxiety, or anger 

during the sharing. The teacher, observed in the video 

tape, offered verbal and non-verbal means of 

acknowledgment where appropriate. At no time did she 

pass judgement, even when some children did not follow 

directions. 

Third, the emphasis in all processes should be 

on the constructive rather than negatives in 

achievement. This emphasis is the basis for 

Cooperative Learning and is congruent with the 

spiritual application of the talking circle. That is, 

the talking circle ritual is a place to look at one's 
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self and others from a constructive, non-judgmental 

vantage point. In cooperative learning children view 

their success by their group ability to reach workable 

mutually agreed upon goals. By giving attention to the 

constructive, children learn that negative behaviors 

are not a means by which to get attention. 

Last, group status must be one of equality. All 

members must believe that they are neither higher nor 

lower in social position. Because the arrangement of 

individuals into a physical circle balances the power-

base (Goldberg, 1973), and because all group members 

are engaged in an identical activity, the talking 

circle is in compliance with this element. Having the 

teacher participate aids in the process of breaking 

down assumed status levels between group members. 

Due to children's malleable personalities, 

group experiences which contain these basic elements, 

offer educational potentials (Slavson and Schiffer 

1974). In other words, an environment that favors 

conditioning of feelings, values and attitudes is 

conducive to better learning responses. The talking 

circle can be applied to new educational strategies 

emphasizing holistic approaches that include mental, 

emotional and physical development of children. This 

process probably would not work with children who are 

operating under the traditional model, which often 



emphasizes fear of punishment and conformity. 
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THE TALKING CIRCLE 

AND TROUBLED TEEN-AGERS 

Before applying principles of para-analytic group 

therapy for adolescents to the talking circle (as it is 

used by an organization called "Vision Quest"), it is 

necessary to provide the reader with background 

information. Then we will see how the process is used 

with these youth, and under what circumstances. 

Some Native American tribes honored the transition 

from childhood to adulthood with a ceremony designed to 

facilitate the process of maturation and belonging as 

an adult (Old Elk, 1989). The Crow tribe of Montana 

calls this ceremony "The Path of Honor", and has given 

"Vision Quest", th€ rights to use certain Crow 

ceremonies in the psychological healing of delinquent 

youth. 

The process is similar to the spiritual 

application of the talking circle, however it is not a 

religious endeavor. The talking circle, as it is used 

with these youth, is a therapeutic process aimed at 

producing self-disclosure and group-bonding. A higher 

power is not acknowledged. 

The accompanying video tape describes the talking 

circle as it is used by "Vision Quest" (under Crow 

direction) in the treatment of troubled teen-agers. 
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Some of the most deviant youth in the country are sent 

to "Vision Quest" by the courts, where generalized 

Native American philosophies are employed in activities 

that challenge them physically, emotionally, mentally 

and spiritually. 

The purpose of the talking circle process is to 

provide a safe place to express difficult emotions 

brought-about by designed stress activities, i.e. long 

hikes with minimal food, rock climbing, bike-hikes, and 

sweat lodges. The talking circle, as it is also used 

with these youth, is congruent with the spiritual 

application of the ritual in form (designated speaker 

shares from his heart), however it differs in meaning 

(higher power is not acknowledged). After a stressful 

activity, a counselor assembles the youth in a circle 

and an object (a feather, pipe or eagle fan) is passed 

around the circle empowering each individual to speak 

his mind with courage and strength. The counselor 

emphasizes the importance of listening without 

criticism. As in the case with the children's group, 

the object may be passed around several times, before 

significant self-disclosure occurs. When all have had 

a chance to share (that want to) the counselor 

summarizes basic emotional themes brought out by 

individual youth. The youth then have a chance to 

discuss these issues together. All circles end with 



hugging. 
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PARA-ANALYTIC GROUP THERAPY 

FOR ADOLESCENTS, APPLIED TO THE TALKING CIRCLE 

Being in a state of transition from childhood 

to adulthood produces insecurity and unavoidable fear 

for most adolescents. This is enhanced by 

uncertainties of the future and confusion in relation 

to identity (Slavson, 1979). The adolescent vacilates 

between dependence and independence, self-over-

confidence and self-doubt, sexual adequacy and 

inadequacy and is searching for values and stable 

identification. While adults enjoy a "power status", 

and children a "protected status", adolescents are in a 

process of transition and are denied social position, 

leaving them without a consistent psychological base 

from which to operate. Even with the added fears that 

technological society imposes upon youth, (i.e. as to 

their place in the future: choice of occupation, 

sexual acceptability, and status in the community), 

most adolescents mature into adults without serious 

repercussions (Slavson, 1979). 

However, those youth from troubled or 

dysfuntional family backgrounds (as with the 

overwhelming majority of "Vision Quest" youth), are 

subjected to a mass of other tensions that build-up 
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over a period of time, contributing to delinquent 

behavior. Slavson (1979) outlines the re-conditioning 

possibilities using group therapy with youth: 

The vast majority of the disturbed 
and socially maladjusted adolescents 
require the growth-producing medium of 
groups that afford them an arena for 
acquiring corrective identifications 
and new sets of values and insights in 
a climate of acceptance, sharing, 
helpfulness, and never before 
experienced type of relatedness...in 
addition to reweighing of psychic 
forces, essential in the the therapy 
of the young. 

Individual psychotherapy is not as effective as 

the group experience for adolescents (Slavson, 1979). 

He also advises against the use of strict 

psychoanalytic procedures in the group experience 

since they are strongly "resisted" by the adolescents. 

Since the peer group is the haven of security for all 

adolescents, Slavson suggests using this group 

advantageously in the treatment of emotionally 

disturbed young people. 

The para-analytic model is a combination of 

counseling, guidance and psychoanalytic psychotherapy. 

According to Slavson's model for this type of 
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psychotherapy, four basic qualities should be included 

in the group experience: 

(1) The process must evoke at least minimal 

anxiety; uncomfortableness is essential for uncovering 

therapy and introspection. 

(2) The peer group should have an active role in 

the therapy. 

(3) The therapist (counselor) must not press for 

uncovering the unconscious and should impart 

information that adds to the "psychological literacy" 

of the youth. 

(4) Group process must contain an admixture of 

uncovering, exploration, evaluation of choices and 

discussion. 

Para-analytic group therapy can be applied to the 

talking circle in the following ways. First, the 

talking circle incorporates the youth's pre-established 

peer group into a support mechanism while each 

individual has a chance to share his personal feelings 

in the moment. 

Second, at the time of the sharing, these youth 

are "uncomfortable" from the anxiety produced by a 

designed stress activity. They've had to rely on each 

other to meet a pre-determined goal; this inevitably 

brings painful emotions linked to the youth's 
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dysfunctional past. The talking circle is a place to 

do uncovering and examination of painful feelings, that 

would otherwise be left unexplored. 

Third, the counselor understands his role to be 

supportive and not confrontational. He or she listens 

carefully to the emotional themes brought about the 

youth, summarizing them after all have had a chance to 

share. In addition, he or she contributes to the 

"psychological literacy" of the youth by applying terms 

and concepts that relate directly to the issues at 

hand. 

After the counselor summarises basic themes and 

teaches concepts, the group becomes a discussion 

session. As such, choices about future emotional 

reaction can be explored by using input from the 

varying youth perspectives. 
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CONCLUSION 

The talking circle is a sacred ritual and a 

community therapeutic process borrowed in form from the 

Northwest Coast tribes, and in meaning from the Plains 

tribes. It is currently being used by urban and 

reservation Indian groups as a spiritual support and in 

conjunction with Alcoholics Anonymous. A variation of 

the process is being used in Southern Arizona 

elementary school classrooms to address the needs of 

Native American children. The talking circle is also 

being used in the psychological healing of troubled 

teen-agers. Models and qualities of group therapy 

apply to the process in all cases. 

The talking circle contains within, basic 

principles of popular American psychology. That is, a 

cathartic reaction manifests, resulting from 

relinquishment of personal conditioning while holding a 

designated object. An individual is given the "stage" 

to express the truth of his or her emotional 

experience, in the moment, while others listen in a 

non-judgmental way. Individuals are given an 

opportunity to review their feelings about either a 

pre-determined subject, or free associate attitudes and 

ideas about events related to the natural group. 
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The existential model of group therapy applies 

best, for its spiritual applications, since 

existentialism has a spiritual complexion. By shedding 

culturally proscribed roles and rules, and individual 

is free to see himself in a state of pure existence. 

This may produce a cathartic reaction, bringing 

unconscious limitations into consciousness. The 

therapeutic experience manifests when the individual 

sees his limitations from a conscious position. 

AA puts emphasis on a higher power, the removal of 

self-will and on alcoholism recovery as a life-long 

process. Throughout the developmental model of 

recovery, AA members need support from others and are 

encouraged to ask for help with self-will removal in 

individual psychotherapy and in self-help groups. The 

talking circle supports the edification of new 

relationships that support the identity of (recovering) 

alcoholic, while relying on a higher power for help 

and guidance. 

Cooperative Learning is an educational system 

targeted at classrooms with a high Native American 

population, to address the disproportionately high 

drop-out rate. A variation of the talking circle is a 

small part of this overall strategy, designed to teach 

children respect for another's opinion and perspective-

taking. Native American students, who are typically 
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introverted and shy, are using the talking circle to 

promote relationship-building, increased class 

participation, and improve attendance problems. 

Qualities for children's group therapy correspond to 

the talking circle . They are: respect, non-

judgement, emphasis on the constructive, and equality 

among members. 

The Crow tribe shared its knowledge of the talking 

circle with an organization who treats troubled teen

agers. "Vision Quest" uses this process with teens, 

after designed stress activities, to help them process 

emotions that would otherwise be difficult to express. 

The talking circle follows the para-analytic model for 

psychotherapy with adolescents. According to the 

model, the therapy should be a combination of emotional 

uncovering, teaching and discussion. The counselor 

should remain non-confrontational while choices are 

explored from varying perspectives, and a limited 

amount of anxiety should by evoked. These qualities 

correspond to the talking circle as it is used with 

youth observed by author. 
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PLEASE NOTE: 

The vidio tape is not included in 
this material. It is available for 
consultation at the author's 
graduate school library. 


