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Intentional Inclusion: 
Cultivating Circles of Support

Janice Fialka, MSW, ACSW www.danceofpartnership.com
Emma Fialka-Feldman, M. Ed
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Now more than ever. 
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http://www.danceofpartnership.com/
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Question - Have you been a 
part of a circle of 
friends/circle of support 
group?
■ Yes

■ No

■ Not sure
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Thank you!

You!
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WE HOPE…
• You feel more motivated to take a NEW step
• You feel more likely to say YES
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Who we are:

■Fialka-Feldman Family

Janice, Rich, Micah & Emma
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I always tell parents who 
have young kids with 
disabilities, “Start a 

Circle of Friends.” I tell 
my adult friends with 

disabilities, “Start a 
Circle of Friends.” 

In my Circle, we laugh a 
lot, eat pizza, and talk 

about things that I want 
to talk about. Sometimes 
they help me think about 

things that I haven’t 
thought about. 

My Circle is one of the best 

things I have in my life.

Judith Snow

Why circles matter to Micah?
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www.inclusion.com

Jack Pearpoint
Marsha Forest

Judith Snow

Honoring our pioneers of Circles
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Why circles matter to siblings?
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Why circles matter to parents/caregivers?

Protector

Guide
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It’s not about letting go . . .
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It’s about 
learning how to 
hold on 
differently. Supported 

Decision 
Making
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Today’s Agenda

■Why an intentional circle?

■What is a circle?

■What principles guide a circle?

■ How do you start and maintain a 
circle?
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WHY AN 
INTENTIONAL 

CIRCLE?
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People In Our Lives
Circles of Participation

from All My Life's A Circle: Using the Tools: Circles, Maps & PATH 
by Falvey, Forest, Pearpoint, Rosenberg (www.inclusion.com) 

1. Intimacy (sister, 
mother, caregiver)

2. Friendship 
(friends & family)

3. Participation 
(organizations, 
networks, 
colleagues)

4. Exchange 
(teacher, doctor, 
OT, PT) 

You
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Question - What circle feels 
the strongest for you?
■ Intimacy

■ Friendship

■ Participation

■ Exchange
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Why INTENTIONAL Circles?
1. Intimacy

(sister, mother, 
caregiver)

2. Friendship (friends & family)

3. Participation (organizations, 
networks, colleagues)

4. Exchange
(teacher, 
doctor, OT, PT, 
barber, trainer, 
dance teacher) 
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How do we intentionally build 
the friendship and participation

circles? 
1. Intimacy (sister, mother, 

caregiver)

2. Friendship

3. Participation 
(community 
members)
4. Exchange (teacher, doctor, 
OT, PT, case manager) 
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WHAT IS A CIRCLE?
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What is a Circle?

Party with a purpose
Not a program
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My Circle of Friends started when I was in third grade. 

I’m now 33 years old. I still have a Circle 
of Support. 
When I want to do new things, have fun, or need help 
or a ride, or want to try skiing, or yoga, or just want to 
hang out with my friends, I know my Circle 
is there to plan with me or 
support me. 

Sometimes I have to make important 
decisions, like choosing a new roommate or 
thinking about my future goals. I’m more confident 
because I know I can talk it over with my Circle.  

A couple of years ago, I wanted to start dating. I 
was excited and kind of scared. I talked it over 
with my Circle. They helped me do “practice 
dating.” I got less scared and started dating.
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Circle Meeting

23

Question - Have you seen the 
film Intelligent Lives? 
■ Yes

■ No
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WHAT PRINCIPLES 
GUIDE A CIRCLE?
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The 7 I’s to Circles

■ Intentional & Invitational

■ Individual with disability 
and their Interests

■ Interdependent & Impact on ALL

■ Include a Facilitator
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Circles are intended to connect people together in 
fun, meaningful, ongoing ways. Intentionality can 
result in genuine belonging and friendships.

Intentional

Friendly vs. Friendship

Difficult conversations
27

Do the unusual.
Invite participation.
Think outside the box.
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Involvement often takes an invite to join or 
become familiar with the Circle. Most 
people won’t come into a Circle if they 
are not invited.

Invitational

Who can we invite?
• Credit Union staff
• Bus driver
• Faith-based members
• Restaurant worker
• Sports manager
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Sample letter from a parent & a teacher about Circle of Friends

I am the mother of Tyler. As you may know, he is a student in your child’s 
class. Because of his unique learning needs, he receives some specialized 
instruction each day in addition to being in Ms. Emma’s class.

Ms. Emma and I are writing to you because we are excited about   “Circle of 
Friends” being used around the country. All children want and need friends.  
Sometimes children with learning differences or disabilities benefit from having 
additional support or help to make and maintain friends and peer relations. 
General education students also often need some assistance in their efforts to 
connect or interact with their peers who may have learning differences.  

The “Circle of Friends” group is a friendly and a bit more formal way to 
support opportunities to hang out, do things together, and engage a classmate 
who has some disabilities. We have learned from many families that these 
“circles” have benefited all children, both with and without differences. There 
are many beautiful stories of growth and discovery for everyone, including 
families. 

We decided to write you so that you are aware of this program. Emma will be talking 
about this program in the next week or so with the class and inviting children to 
participate in this weekly lunch group. The lunch group will eventually grow to 
include out of school events, planned by the children, with support from me and, at 
times, the families part of the circle. 

Break the silence. 

Name the difference.

Describe the Circle.

Name the FIRST 

invitation.
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Intentional & Invitational
How does Naomie and her family 

broaden her support circle?
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Individual with disability and 
their Interests

Building a Circle around the 
interests or growing interests of 
the person with the disability 
often results in new opportunities 
and deeper connections. 

The interests can be:
• hobbies, 
• talents, 
• sports, 
• Politics/current events, 
• spiritual or religious groups, or 
• may be something totally new 

and unexpected.
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Check list of a few ideas. Feel free to check what might 
work for you.

___  going to the movies
____ attending concerts
____ cooking/planning meals with Micah
____ helping with homework
____ being a part of his job searches/planning for future work/career
____ exercising/jogging/weight lifting
____ helping with his speaking engagements
____ computer technology training
____ transportation
____ arranging for volunteering activities
____ organizing his Circle of Support activities
____ hanging out
____ talking on the phone or emailing Micah
____ Political work with the Democratic Party (Micah is clear about his 
political party!)
____ Jewish young adult activities or Synagogue
____ sports activities
____ not sure what I want to do, but I would like to participate in some 
way_____________________________________________

Your name:          Emails: Phone:

Sample checklist used 

to invite members of 

community and honor 

passions/interests of 

individual
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Interdependent & Impact on ALL
Build a Circle (and grow the Circle) by recognizing 
the various ways people can contribute. 

From the film: Through the Same Door: Inclusion Includes College
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Include a Facilitator
School staff

Service Coordinator

Consultant

• Assist with planning
• Keeps focus on person
• Creates comfortable and 

safe environment
• Ensures participation of 

all, especially person
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HOW DO YOU START 
AND MAINTAIN A 

CIRCLE?
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Any age (!) is a 
great time to start!
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Creating & Maintaining Circles
■ Seek out someone to talk to/explore
■ Make a list of potential people

– Think outside the box 
■ Create invitations, a letter, a text message

■ Plan a gathering & host regular check-ins
■ Keep focus-person at the center & engaged
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Creating & Maintaining Circles
• Value different types of participating

Driving

6-minute journal

Yoga class
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Micah’s Circle Meeting
■ Intentional: Named Challenge

– Feeling Lonely 
– Concerns for the Future

■ Invited members of circle
■ Interests of Micah front and center

– Dating
– Housing

Outcome: 

• Reorganized future 

meeting time/focus

• Members took 

greater initiative

• Micah felt heard
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Creating & Maintaining Circles

■ Take risks
■ Ask for help
■ Nudge
■ Celebrate
■ Reflect
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Inclusion 
Includes 

Belonging

Read more in 
What Matters: Reflections on 

Disability, Community and Love
By Janice Fialka
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Contact us!

Tell us how you 
are building a 

circle!

www.danceofpartnership.com

www.throughthesamedoor.com

Facebook: 
whatmattersinclusion

Janice.fialka@gmail.com

Emma.fialkafeldman@gmail.com
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http://www.danceofpartnership.com/
http://www.throughthesamedoor.com/
http://gmail.com
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LAST RESOURCE!

Watch Crip Camp: 
A Disability Revolution

Circles at their best!
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