
 

 

Yarning circle — Compassion 

EXPLANATION: 

Yarning circles are an integral activity within Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture. They 
have been used by Indigenous peoples from around the world to learn from a collective group and 
build respectful relationships. In yarning circles students will contemplate compassion and its 
importance in both their immediate context and the world. 

YEAR LEVELS: Years 11–12 

STUDENT GROUPING: Whole group discussion  

ACTIVITY LENGTH:  45 minutes approx. 

LINK TO CURRICULUM: 

Link to General Capabilities in the English curriculum: 

Personal and social capability 

Students develop personal and social capability in English by enhancing their communication skills, 
teamwork and capacity to empathise with and appreciate the perspectives of others. Close study 
of texts assists students to understand different personal and social experiences, perspectives and 
challenges. Students identify and express their own opinions, beliefs and responses by interacting 
with a range of texts. English actively assists students in the development of communication skills 
needed for analysis, research and the expression of viewpoints and arguments. Students work 
collaboratively in teams and also independently as part of their learning and research endeavours.  

 

SCOPE OF TASK: 
Some notes about compassion: 

• Research has revealed that when people experience compassion, their heart rate slows 
down,  the “bonding hormone” oxytocin is secreted, and areas of the brain linked 
to caregiving and feelings of pleasure are activated.  

• Compassion means “to suffer together.” Among emotion researchers, it is defined as the 
feeling that arises when you are confronted with another’s suffering and feel motivated to 
relieve that suffering. For example, a person might be compelled to help  
someone when they drop their groceries over the floor 

• People experience compassion uniquely 
• Families, parents, friends, schools and communities have a significant influence on the 

development and displaying of caring behaviour and compassion.  



 

Yarning circles are used by Indigenous communities 
around the world as is the practice of speaking and 
listening from the heart. Yarning circles can be used as 
a learning tool to: 

• Create a harmonious and collaborative way to 
communicate 

• Provide a safe place to be heard and to respond 
• Encourage responsible and honest interactions 

between students and foster trusting 
relationships  

• Enrich and promote the shared knowledge of 
the group 

1. Inform the students about the intent of the activity – to discuss compassion whilst participating 
in a yarning circle. 

2. To begin the activity, have students consider Indigenous culture, ceremonies and local 
community connections. Some ways to do this might include: 

• Ascertain what Indigenous lands the class meets on. This map might assist: 
https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/map-indigenous-australia 

• Use the internet to explore the purposes of yarning circles (remind students of safe 
internet usage practices) 

• Ask students why a yarning circle might be helpful for sharing ideas, perceptions and 
experiences in a group situation. Some questions could include: 

• How can the yarning circle be a safe place for sharing? 
• Are there any rules we want to set for engagement in the yarning circle e.g. actively listen 

to others’ views?  

3. Steps to conduct the yarning circle about compassion: 

a) Ask students to sit in a circle and remind everyone that all ideas are valued and respected 

b) Introduce focus questions which can be refined according to class context and the progress 
of the conversation. Some questions could include: 

• What other words do you associate with compassion? 
• What is a compassionate act? Something you might see daily or something that you 

have seen as world news? What occurred? 
• How do you think compassion develops? 
• What do you think or who do you think influences people’s compassion? 

c) Students are given a set time to share ideas and thoughts. The teacher encourages 
students to take turns to talk and to promote reciprocal sharing and learning, to be 
authentic and non-judgemental 

4. Once the concept of compassion has been thoroughly explored and all students have had an 
opportunity to contribute to the dialogue reflect on the experience: 

 ● What did we learn about compassion? 
 ● Did the group collectively agree on all thoughts? Why/Why not/What influences people’s 

ideas 

https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/map-indigenous-australia


 

 ● How useful was the yarning circle for sharing ideas? 

Thank the students for their willingness to share their thoughts, ideas and feelings with the group 
and with you.  

Please note: The more often a yarning circle is used students will feel more confident and familiar 
with the process. A yarning circle can be initiated or hosted by a teacher or a student/s. 
 

RESOURCES: 

● Indigenous map https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/map-indigenous-australia 
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