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Life Circle: Creating Safe Space for Educational Empowerment

Margret Lepp, PhD, RN; and CeCelia R. Zorn, PhD, RN

Oh, the comfort, the inexpreasible com-
fort of feeling pafe with a person, having
neither to weigh thought nor measure
words, but pouring them all right out,
just a8 they are, chall and grain togeth-
er, certain that a faithful hand will take
and sift them, keep what is worth keep-
ing, and with a breath of kindness, blow
the reat away.
~Anonymous (Shoshone}
(cited in Nerburn & Mengelkoch,
1991, p. 37}

afe space makes it possible for both
Sstudents and teachers “to dare,” to

share lived experiences, ideas, and
opinions by “having neither to weigh
thought nor measure words” (Nerburn &
Mengelkoch, 1991, p. 37). The learning
environment muat be a safe space for
expressing personal experiences, develop-
ing a feeling of trust, and accepting each
other's differences, such as gender and
cultural backgrounds. Only when learning
space i8 perceived as safe are vulnerahili-
ties exposed and masks removed. In this
way, a willingness for sharing will be
established.

Bafe space is essential for learning to
occur and education to be empowered. It is
in discovering where learners uncover, go
beneath the surface, question the status
quo, and envision new possibilities
{Figure). Often, the processes involved in
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drama (Lepp, 1998), writing (Zorn, Clark,
& Weimholt, 1996), storytelling (Koenig &
Zorn, 2002), and painting lead to discov-
ery. In these processes, learners and
teachers must perceive sufficient freedom
from external pressure to develop their
resources in supporting needs, interests,
and individuality.

Literature Review

The idea of space has been examined
from a philosophical perspective and has
relevance for teaching and learning.
Merlean-Ponty (1962) described apace ag
“the means whereby the positing of
things becomes possible® (p. 243).
According to Merleau-Ponty {1962), it is
clear that space is not simply the physi-
cal environment or the getting in which
things are arranged but the openness to
put something forward for consideration
or study.

In addition to a philosophical exami-
nation, several authors have described
safe space as it relates to the provision of
health care. For example, Rodriguez
(1999) used a participatory action
research method to discuss the develop-
ment of a power base for hatterad
migrant  farmworker women In
California. Creating safe space also was
identified a3 a component of the role of
the ritual elder, in some cultures, in
addressing grief and spiritual chaos
(Haberecht & Prior, 1997). In addition,
Freudenberg, Lee, and Germain {1994)
described a drop-in center that offered
safe space for ethnic minority women at
risk for HIV infection in a low-incoms
community in New Yerk City.

Finally, references to safe spaca exist
in the education literature (Fayne, 1996;

Ward, 1997), but thege are minimal and
typically foecus on a description of safe
space. No literature ¢ould be found that
discugsed specific techniques to facilitate
the creation of safe space in the educa-
tional environment, Using the circle ad &
framework, this article presents activities
for use both before and after the formal
beginning of class that create safe space
for students and teachers,

Circle: Symbol of Safe Space

The circle 28 2 symbol for safe apace
has a long and elegant history. The circle is
a spiritual and cultural symbol of life in
traditional Native American culture.
Native American phileaophy maintains
that life goes around in & circle, beginning
with birth, changing through the seasons,
and ending with death, from which new
life will spring (Hungry Wolf & Hungry
Wolf, 1982). Indigenous people around the
world lived by the circle—the “mood and
depth of the Indian can be...established by
a brief explanation of how he made use of
the circle..,” (Mails, 1996, p. 97). For exam-
ple, homes were built in circles, bodies and
minds were purified in the cirele of the
sweat lodge, dances were performed and
meetings were held in circles and drums,
calendars, and medicine wheels were cir-
cular (Sun Bear & Wabun Wind, 1980).

Grounded in this history, the circle cur-
rently symbolizes infinity and eternity, as
well as a sense of unity, harmony, connec-
tion, and fellowship. This symboliam
guides the creation of safe space in the
educational environment. To git in a circle
and talk iz the most equal arrangement
because everyone can see each other and
every individual sits equally close to the
center (Lepp, 1998).
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