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Project background and purpose
In the spring and fall of 2012, a team of staff at Thoreau Elemen-
tary School that included the principal, social worker, school nurse, 
classroom teachers, interventionists, and Special Education Assistants 
engaged in a series of conversations with Jeffrey Lewis of UW- 
Extension about school outcomes for African American boys at the 
school. The purpose of these conversations was to explore ways 
to create conditions in the school and relationships with the boys 
that would support improved reading scores for the boys. The team 
came together to identify a set of core behaviors and skills that 
all agreed would help African American boys engage with school, 
develop positive relationships with school staff, and foster positive 
peer relationships—all of which can support classroom instruction. 
These conversations served as the basis for developing the Circles of 
Support project at Thoreau Elementary School that was incorporat-
ed into the school’s “We Can Do It” project. The Circles of Support 
has two primary components: the first is the school-based support 
group called ‘Circles of Support,’ and the second is Family and Par-
ent Involvement events.

The primary goals of the Circles of Support project is (1) to help 
African American boys in grades 2-5 at Thoreau develop mutual 
support, positive school identities, and improved engagement with 
school, and (2) to support the relationships between the school and 
the boys’ natural support systems at home and school.

Program model
Four, grade-level cohorts were established for the Circles of Support 
program at Thoreau. Each cohort meets once a week during the 
lunch hour. The weekly meetings serve as a “cultural space” where 
the boys:

• Develop cohesion and practice mutual support;

• Discuss and address issues and experiences that challenge their 
success in school;

• Develop skills and strategies necessary for school success;

• Engage in enrichment activities that support personal and  
intellectual growth.

Mr. Lamark Shackerford, with the support of two UW-Extension con-
sultants (Amy Hilgendorf and Marian Slaughter), provides leadership 
for the groups and helps the boys develop cohesion, process their 
experiences, identify individual and group goals, and develop and 
implement age-appropriate strategies to achieve their goals.

The initial weeks of the program served to create a safe space for 
the boys to voice concerns, regulate their behaviors, and develop 
group cohesion. Working together, the Circles facilitators and grade- 
level teams identified key issues based on behaviors that were gen-
erating the most “write ups” and behavior phone calls home.  
The teams identified the “high flyers” (boys who generate the most 
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behavior calls and write ups) and developed a plan to work with 
each student on implementing strategies to make better choices  
regarding  discipline, respect, and problem solving. This was the 
initial effort to engage the boys. Group themes focused on these  
issues as an entry point into academic effort and achievement.   
In the case of the fourth and fifth graders, once the foundation was 
laid by Lamark, literacy development and self-awareness work were 
initiated; this work was led by Marian Slaughter.

Lamark monitors the boys’ successes, provides one-on-one mento-
ring support as needed throughout the school week, and communi-
cates regularly with school staff, families, and project consultants to 
help create shared expectations and consistent practices in support 
of the boys’ successes.

Key findings to date
• The boys have begun to engage with others in finding solutions 

to address behavior-related problems.

• Staff and family members engaged in productive discussions  
regarding improved support for the boys and ways to make  
family involvement relevant at the family events.

• Staff has begun to involve the Circles of Support facilitators and 
parents/guardians of the boys in early interventions, supporting 
positive behavior outcomes for the boys and stronger relation-
ships with families.

• The Circles of Support have been challenged by inadequate 
space and time for deep exploration and skill development  
required to fully achieve project outcomes.

It is important to note that due to the early stage of programming 
covered in this report, we are unable to measure any causal  
relationships between program activities and long-term intended  
impacts such as improved academic achievement. It takes time for 
a child to first understand key concepts such that he can recog-
nize and apply what he has learned in order to more appropriately 
manage his behavior. The same can be said for literacy strategies. 
Each child would need to repeatedly and regularly use the strategies 
to improve writing skills. It is too early in the grant cycle to identify 
any changes in skill level, as the boys need more time to develop 
and use what they have learned. With that said, the evaluation is 
able to speak to some of the short-term outcomes. In particular, 
observed changes in knowledge, understanding, and attitude are  
expected to contribute to long-term changes in behavior, learning, 
and academic achievement among the students. Additionally, over 
the remaining course of the grant, the evaluation team will explore 
various aspects of the system in which learning takes place to 
identify what seems to be working well, and any barriers that limit 
program impacts.
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Circles of support— 
grade-level cohorts

What was done
Cohorts met once per week during the lunch hour for approximately 
35-45 minutes. As boys eat their lunch together, meetings typically 
involve:

• A check-in conversation in which each boy shares current  
happenings or concerns from his life.

• A group discussion of a selected topic, such as respect, 
self-discipline, personal goals or dealing with issues like racism 
and gangs, or reflection on a recent situation experienced by one 
of the boys. Discussions include defining or coming to a shared 
understanding of the topic/situation, sharing related personal 
experiences, and collaborative strategizing or problem solving.

• Occasional enhancement activities included personal leader-
ship exercises and journal writing for emotional exploration and  
development.

Outside of the weekly meetings, the adult facilitator monitors the 
boys’ successes, provides one-on-one mentoring as needed, and 
communicates regularly with school staff and families to support 
shared expectations and consistent practices. The facilitator also 
leads the planning and hosting of events to bring together families 
and school staff to support relationship development, trust, and 
cooperation.

What we’ve learned
The boys enjoy participating in the Circles of Support program 
and attend regularly. They engage willingly in activities and have 
demonstrated changes in attitudes and behaviors that suggest the 
program has had positive impacts on their pro-social behaviors and 
other skills and strategies for school success. Teachers and families 
indicate support for the program and belief that the program has 
had positive impacts on the boys and for home-school relationships

Project impacts
Program evaluation to date suggests that the Circles of Support 
program has:

• Helped decrease the number of behavior referrals among African 
American boys.

• Helped sustain the academic progress of African American boys 
(countering previous patterns of academic decline).

• Contributed to increased skills and strategies among African 
American boys, especially the ability to provide mutual support 
to peers, the ability to ask for help, the ability to control  
impulsive behaviors, and the development of empathy.

The boys engage willingly in 
activities and have demon-
strated changes in attitudes 
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• Supported increased understanding, shared expectations, and 
improved communication strategies between teachers and  
African American families.

Resulting decisions or actions
As a result of the impacts observed in the Circles of Support program 
thus far, decisions have been made to continue the program at 
Thoreau Elementary School for another year for all African American 
boys in grades 2-5. The program will continue to include enhanced 
outreach activities to African American families as well.

Circles of support: parent  
involvement and family nights

What was done
The Circles of Support program has included deliberate efforts 
towards enhanced engagement of the families of African American 
boys at the Thoreau Elementary School. Two family events were 
held for the families of the Circles of Support participants. One event 
was held at the Allied Learning Center to make the event accessible 
and provide an opportunity for staff to connect with families in their 
community. The second event was held at the school, so that  
families might feel more comfortable in and a part of the school.

The first event was held on Friday, February 7, 2014, at the Allied 
Learning Center. Approximately 70 students, families, and school 
staff met for a shared community dinner and discussions about how 
best to support African American boys at Thoreau. Through a World 
Café format, participants shared ideas about how to work together to 
provide support for the boys to succeed in and out of school.  
The second event was held on Thursday, May 8, 2014, at the school. 
Approximately 50 students, families, and school staff joined for a 
meal and then the adults engaged in brainstorming and planning 
around the district’s standards for family and community engage-
ment. In a workshop format, participants focused on one or two of 
the six district standards to take stock of the school’s current efforts 
to support African American family engagement and develop ideas 
for enhancements.

Additional efforts were made to communicate effectively and devel-
op relationships with these families. Lamark Shackerford, facilitator 
of the Circles of Support, has made concerted efforts to increase 
communication and relationship development with Circles of Support 
families. These efforts have included regular phone calls, meetings 
at the school, home visits, and liaison roles between families and 
other school staff.
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What we have learned
Based on our observations and data collected at the family events, 
we have learned:

1. Many African American families are interested and willing to  
participate in school events to support their boys and their  
membership in the school community.

2. Many of the same families participated in both events, demon-
strating sustained engagement, while other families participated 
in one or the other, suggesting the potential to engage more 
families.

3. Though still substantial, parent participation decreased at the 
May event held at school, suggesting the need to work with  
families to reduce barriers to participation at future events.

4. Observations of staff participation in these two events demon-
strated school staff’s commitment to enhancing relationships 
with African American families.

5. The families, boys, and school staff demonstrated the ability to 
work together to identify agreed-upon practices and strategies  
to support the boys’ successes.

The activities at the two events generated several ideas to enhance 
engagement and partnership with African American families at 
Thoreau. In particular, participants in the February event offered 
ideas for improved communication between the school and families 
leading to relationship development. Participants in the May event 
suggested ways to more effectively partner with African American 
families based on values most important to them through existing 
family-school efforts.

Project impacts
• Through his efforts to maintain frequent and ongoing commu-

nication with families and develop relationships, Lamark Shack-
erford has noted increased comfort among Circles of Support 
families in contacting him with school-related concerns for their 
boys.

• Lamark has also noted an increase among school staff to involve 
him and families in early intervention efforts with Circles of  
Support boys.

• Early engagement with families to address potential concerns 
appears to support better outcomes for the boys as well as the 
development of positive relationships and trust with families.

Resulting decisions or actions
• As a result of the family events and related family engagement 

efforts, the Thoreau administration has expressed support of 
continued events to bring African American families and school 
staff together to develop trusting relationships and effective 
communication. The project team will also use the ideas  
generated at the May event for the continued development of  
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the school’s work in the six MMSD (Madison Metropolitan School 
District) Family and Community Engagement standards.

• In the coming year, the team will work with families to increase 
their connection to the Circles of Support and to provide input 
into ways to develop the Circles of Support for the boys.

• African American and other adult male family members attended 
each of the two family events. Mr. Shackerford, working with Dr. 
Jeffrey Lewis and UW-Extension, will develop a men’s group to 
develop mutual support among the men and discuss ways they, 
as supportive males, can provide support to Circles.

Circles of support— 
4th and 5th grade sessions

What was done
Marian Slaughter was initially invited to consult with the Circles of 
Support program to provide structured literacy support for the 5th 
grade boys during Circles sessions and with their 5th grade teach-
ers. Initial preparations included speaking at length to the 5th grade 
teachers, school leadership, and a number of the intervention staff 
who work with some of the Circles students. The focus of these 
conversations was to learn about the teachers and their needs, and 
their students (e.g., academic status, concerns, aspirations, etc.),  
in order to develop interventions that would be as helpful as pos-
sible. Most of the work with the teachers was done in December 
2013; conversations with school administration and intervention 
staff took place between February 2014 and March 2014.

In mid-March 2014, the focus of the work shifted from teacher 
support to working exclusively with the Circles of Support. Marian 
Slaughter met with Circles leaders Lamark Shackerford and Shelton 
Evans (who has since taken a position elsewhere), and a decision 
was made to provide support to the 4th and 5th grade Circles.

Due to challenges with sustained literacy development, includ-
ing the realization that at least half of the students in each group 
required individualized literacy support, Marian supplemented the 
relationship building focus of the Circles by deepening student 
self-awareness through reflective journaling and conversations. As 
a way to build her relationship with the boys, they were asked why 
they were participating in the Circles. This generated a number of 
responses including: learning to respect others; respect for teach-
ers; and self-discipline. Interestingly, both groups decided (through 
voting) to focus on developing self-discipline; this topic became 
the focus of the Circles reflective journaling and conversations, and 
other activities.

Not surprisingly, these initial conversations revealed that for all of 
the boys, concepts like “respect” and “self-discipline” were empty 
concepts. The boys were very quick to say “we’re here to learn how 
to respect our teacher,” etc. However, when asked ‘what does that 
mean?’ or ‘what does that look like?’ they were less able to express 

The Circles group chose 
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anything. Without being able to connect “respect” (or any concept) 
with personal meaning, the word remains an empty concept, which 
makes it hard to use the concept to guide behavior. Developing  
personal meaning for abstract terms like “respect” has become a 
very important aspect of the reflective work.

Focusing on “self-discipline” has not limited discussions to that topic. 
Concurrently, continuous efforts are made to connect the boys’ 
experiences (e.g., giving up when doing something that is hard) and 
problematic behavior (e.g., yelling or hitting someone else) back to 
the goals of understanding and developing self-discipline. Reflective 
activities, such as journaling or topic-focused conversations tend to 
take a backseat to hot issues. For example, a recent fight involving 
a Circles participant required the session time to process. When 
appropriate, problem-solving discussions are linked to the broader 
conversations around developing self-discipline.

While reflective journaling is a powerful tool, it still required some 
scaffolding due to the limited writing proficiency of a number of the 
boys. For example, one-on-one support was provided, such as help-
ing a child sound out words or dotting a word, and then asking the 
child to trace over it. Picture-drawing and labeling (with one or two 
words) was encouraged, particularly for children who found writing 
frustrating.

Stories were read to the boys as a starting point for discussions and 
learning strategies for managing/developing skills that would sup-
port self-discipline. For example, a recent story explored how a boy 
learned to work with his anger.

What we have learned
1. The boys experience the Circles of Support as a space where 

they can relax and talk about their experiences in and out  
of school.

2. The boys exhibit a strong connection to Lamark, which is an 
important asset to build on.

3. Structured literacy support within the space of the Circles  
meetings was challenged by: 
 a. Lack of dedicated meeting space 
 b. Inadequate amount of meeting time 
 c. Challenging Circles meeting schedule

a. Lack of dedicated meeting space
The Circles are conducted in a small conference room located near 
the main office. This space is rather cramped; there is a dry-erase 
board. However, the most problematic aspect of using the confer-
ence room is that the Circles do not have priority use of this space. 
On more than three occasions, the groups have been either forced 
to search around for a space or have had to temporarily share the 
space with another use. For example, in a case when we needed 
to search another space, we ended up in the interventionist room. 
This space was incredibly small. But more troubling, uninvited adults 
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were present during the sessions, eliminating all privacy, confiden-
tiality and safety for the boys to be forthright. Further, the limited 
amount of time that we have to meet was wasted looking for a 
space and getting settled. On a different occasion, the Circles ses-
sion had to take place in the hallway. This was an absolutely unac-
ceptable compromise for the loss of the conference room space, but 
it was the only possibility, apart from canceling the session.

b. Inadequate amount of meeting time
The Circles are held during the lunch period, which by the time the 
students arrive (roughly 12:25-12:30 p.m.), we have about 15-
20 minutes with the boys. During this time, they are eating and 
socializing and, at the same time, expected to engage in reflective 
activities. When the Circles meeting is used for informal socializing 
with the boys, 15-20 minutes is sufficient. However, coming into this 
space and trying to maintain its openness while engaging the boys 
in more structured activities and discussion was challenging and 
contributed to scaffolding activities in order to allow the reflective 
work to begin promptly. For example, instead of having the students 
write down the guiding question for reflection, Marian typed the 
question out and glued it in their journals before the session began. 
More time is needed with the students in order to support deeper 
explorations and skill development.

c. Challenging scheduling of the Circles meetings
In order to engage in more substantive activities, increasing the 
amount of time spent in the Circles is important. However, improv-
ing the quality of the time is as important, if not more so. Since the 
Circles take place during the lunch/recess period, there is built-in 
pressure to respect the boys’ eating and socializing time before 
engaging in more focused reflective activities. Consequently, the 
reflective work of the Circles is rushed at the beginning by the time 
taken for the children to get and eat their lunch. Also, because 
recess follows lunch, the boys are intent upon getting outside as 
quickly as possible, producing a reflective engagement space that is 
rushed toward the end by the boys’ desire to get outside to play.  
Although Lamark tries to relieve their fear of missing recess by 
providing play time after the formal break is over, the desire and 
concern to get outside as soon as possible remains. Also, allowing 
the boys to play after recess is over decreases instructional time for 
the boys. Both of these needs (lunch and play) are incredibly valu-
able and need to be honored. Many of the boys continue to admon-
ish their off-topic brethren to quiet down and do the work so that 
they can go outside. The desire to not miss recess remains at the 
forefront in the minds of a significant number of the boys during the 
session and interferes with the ability of the children to focus.

With that said, the boys have learned to settle down more quickly, 
and on certain days, the majority of them are deeply involved in the 
reflection activities.
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Project impacts
• The Circles of Support have provided an opportunity for the boys 

to relax, reflect, and problem-solve around issues affecting their 
lives in and out of school.

• By developing personal meanings for abstract terms like  
“respect,” the boys are learning to use these concepts to guide 
behavior.

• The boys have been introduced to strategies for managing and 
developing skills to support self-discipline.

• One-on-one support using scaffolding techniques, like writing 
and picture drawing, and labeling techniques, reduced frustration 
thereby making reflective activities more accessible for students 
with limited literacy skills.

Resulting decisions or actions
As discussed above, in order to accommodate both the larger pur-
pose of the Circles of Support sessions and the significant limitations 
and structures of the program, Marian has continuously modified her 
approach to activity development and implementation.

The following recommended actions are based on her experiences 
with the 4th and 5th grade Circles:

• If the Circles meetings are going to support deeper engagement 
and skill development, more time must be given to the Circles 
meetings. A 30-minute minimum is suggested.

• The scheduling of the Circles of Support sessions should move 
to a time slot when the meetings will not be in competition with 
lunch, recess or an enrichment activity. This will allow for deeper, 
more relaxed, and focused engagement sessions.

• The Circles of Support sessions need to be assigned a private 
space where they have the priority of use. It is very disruptive to 
have the group moved to accommodate another use, especially at 
the last minute, or when they have to temporarily share a space 
with another function.

• Continue to explore ways to strengthen the relationships and col-
laboration between Circles of Support facilitators and classroom 
teachers of the students participating in the Circles.
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