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Foreword

“Welcome to this publication by the European Forum for Restorative Justice 
(EFRJ) Restorative Schools Working Group. This resource is intended to 
engage those interested in the concept of relational and restorative schools, 
providing a bridge between practical experience and scholarly insight. While 
not an academic paper, it integrates the collective expertise of the working 
group with the latest research and theoretical advancements in the field of 
relational and restorative education.

Providing a bridge between practical experience and 
scholarly insight

This publication begins by offering a foundational understanding of relational 
and restorative schools, setting the stage for more in-depth exploration. 
Section 1 provides practical guidelines, offering readers concrete strategies 
to implement within educational settings. These guidelines are rooted in the 
principles of relational and restorative practices, ensuring applicability in 
diverse school environments.

In Section 2, we share a series of restorative stories, contributed by current 
and former members of the European Forum for Restorative Justice (EFRJ) 
Restorative Schools Working Group. This section begins with a thematic 
commentary, which provides critical reflections and insights on the shared 
experiences. The narratives themselves document the varied journeys to-
ward creating relational and restorative schools in different countries, includ-
ing Brazil, Georgia, Ireland, Italy, Norway, Poland, Spain, the United Kingdom, 
and the United States. Each story captures the unique socio-political and 
cultural contexts that shape the development of these practices, showcasing 
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the diversity in approaches and experiences. The stories reflect the contrib-
utors' ongoing efforts to build relational and restorative school communities 
and highlight the evolving nature of these initiatives. 

Section 3 offers a list of recommended readings, ranging from scholarly 
articles and accessible summaries to children’s literature, thus catering 
to a wide audience interested in further exploration of relational and 
restorative education.

The publication concludes with an Afterword from the chair of the EFRJ 
Restorative Schools Working Group, providing final reflections on the 
collective work and future directions for the development of relational and 
restorative school models.
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1	 Core Principles and Practical Guidelines 
for Relational and Restorative Schools

We use the term “relational and restorative schools,” because our expe-
riences with implementing restorative practices has shown that focusing 
on building and maintaining strong relationships is essential in a school 
setting. Restorative practices not only help repair relationships but also 
foster meaningful connections with others. Additionally, developing social-
emotional skills is a key component of creating a successful restorative 
school environment.

By using the phrase ‘relational and restorative 
practice,’ a recognition that there is so much more to 
restorative practice than ‘restoring’ or repairing’ and 
that proactive relationship-building is in fact the most 
important part of the work.1

Relational and restorative schools are supported by, and support, develop-
ments in the wider field of restorative justice. Sharing a deep understanding 
that we are all profoundly connected and that when something happens in 
a community it is the community that needs to be involved in finding ways 
to put things right. In the development of restorative cities, for instance, 
the development of relational and restorative schools are often seen as 
an important component of the community and citywide development of 
restorative justice.

1	 Hopkins, B. (2023). The restorative classroom: Using restorative approaches to foster effective 
learning. Routledge.
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Culture of a Relational and Restorative School

Relational and Restorative School culture comprises the learned and shared 
beliefs, values and practices of everyone in the school community. It is not 
something that can be created and then taken for granted. It is an explicit set 
of language and behaviours that everyone in the school community works 
hard to maintain, build and repair in their everyday actions.

Relational and Restorative School culture is made up of:

Things that we see and hear… 

	→ How do we talk to each other? 
	→ How are classrooms arranged?
	→ How do we behave towards each other?

And things we cannot see…

Core Beliefs and values

	→ Why do we do what we do?
	→ What is important for us?

We suggest that there are 5 core beliefs2 underpinning relational and 
restorative schools. 

2	 Hopkins, B. (2023). The restorative classroom: Using restorative approaches to foster effective 
learning. Routledge.

Core Beliefs of a Relational and Restorative School

CO R E B E LI E F 1

Everyone has a unique perspective and deserves to be heard.

No one should impose their views without allowing others to share theirs. 
Respecting each person’s perspective is crucial, especially in environments 
with unequal power. 

CO R E B E LI E F 2

What we think shapes how we feel – and how we feel guides  
how we act.

Often, thoughts and feelings are hidden beneath the surface but are crucial 
for understanding behaviour. By openly sharing what’s inside, we can foster 
deeper understanding and more genuine connections.

CO R E B E LI E F 3

Our actions impact those around us. It's helpful to reflect on 
their ripple effects.

When there are conflicts or disagreements harm can result – in terms of 
negative emotions such as anger, hurt, fear, frustration and confusion and in 
terms of damaged relationships and connections between people. Taking time 
to think about the ripple effects with empathy can help move the situation 
forward. Anticipating the impact of one’s actions and seeking to minimise any 
harm in advance, is key to maintaining good relationships with others. 
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CO R E B E LI E F 4

When our needs are met, we are at our best. Our actions are 
simply strategies to meet our needs.

To make decisions or solve problems it helps to identify the needs of all 
concerned first. That makes it easier to identify appropriate strategies to 
address these needs.

CO R E B E LI E F 5

People most affected by an issue are best equipped to solve 
it – especially when working together.

People value being consulted and involved in decisions that affect them. In 
contrast, people tend to resist and resent decisions that are imposed upon 
them. Allowing individuals to take ownership of decision-making and prob-
lem-solving shows respect and trust, fosters pro-social skills and confidence 
and strengthens relationships. 

Values of a Relational and Restorative School

Relational and Restorative schools aim to create a nurturing and supportive 
community where conflicts are seen as opportunities for growth and learning, 
rather than occasions for punishment and exclusion. When incidents occur, 
the focus is not just on resolving the immediate issue but on learning from 
the experience to improve the overall school environment.

CO N N E C T I O N ,  CO M M U N IT Y A N D CO M M U N I C AT I O N

	– Open Communication: Relational and Restorative practices emphasise 
open and honest communication among students, staff, and parents.

	– Focus on Relationships: Relational and Restorative schools prioritise 
connecting with others in authentic ways and building and maintaining 
positive relationships among students, staff, and the community.

	– Circles: Circles and other restorative processes are used to facilitate 
communication and understanding, allowing participants to share 
their perspectives.

D I V E RS IT Y,  FA I R N E SS A N D E Q U IT Y

	– Relational and restorative practice honours diversity: A core principle 
is that every human being has equal worth, and that their voice matters. 
This principle is foundational for social justice and preventing systemic, 
structural and cultural violence. 

	– Equitable Treatment: Relational and Restorative Schools strive to 
ensure fairness and equity in how disciplinary matters are handled, 
avoiding bias and stereotypes.

ACCO U N TA B I LIT Y A N D R E S P O N S I B I LIT Y

	– Personal Responsibility: All members of the school community are 
encouraged to take responsibility for their actions, recognising the 
impact on others and the community.

	– Repairing Harm: The focus is not on shame and blame, but instead 
on repairing the harm caused by the wrongdoing, both through direct 
amends and by fostering a sense of accountability.

	– Restorative Conversations: school community members are taught 
restorative listening (e.g. reframing, active listening with an attitude 
towards curiosity and not judgement). As well as how to have restor-
ative conversations (e.g. questions that build, maintain and repair 
relationships) to promote accountability and responsibility without 
shame or blame.
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E M PAT H Y A N D U N D E RSTA N D I N G

	– Empathy Development: Relational and Restorative practices aim to 
develop empathy in the school community, helping to understand the 
perspectives and feelings of others.

	– Educational Opportunities: Misbehaviour is seen as an opportunity for 
education and growth rather than solely as a rule violation.

	– Conflict Resolution: Emphasis is placed on resolving conflicts in a way 
that promotes understanding, empathy, and reconciliation rather than 
punitive methods.

I N C LUS I O N A N D B E LO N G I N G

	– Community Involvement: Relational and Restorative schools often 
involve the community in decision-making processes, seeking input 
from students, parents, and staff to create a sense of ownership and 
shared responsibility.

	– Preventive Measures: Relational and Restorative schools often imple-
ment proactive measures to prevent conflicts and behavioural issues, 
fostering a positive and inclusive school culture such as community 
building circles, team building activities and expressing gratitude and 
appreciation towards other school community members. 

E D U C AT I O N A N D LE A R N I N G

	– Values Education: Adults and students collaboratively explore the 
core values that create a safe, positive school environment. These 
values include respect, responsibility, accountability, inclusion, and 
kindness. The focus is on understanding and applying these values in 
daily interactions.

	– Effective Communication Skills: Adults model and explicitly teach 
communication skills that foster relationship building, maintenance, 
and repair. Key skills include active, non-judgmental listening, conflict 

resolution, and mediation. This is done both through example and 
dedicated class time.

	– Social and Emotional Skills: Students are taught social and emotional 
skills through consistent, evidence-based curricula. This includes devel-
oping empathy, managing emotions, self-regulation, problem-solving, 
and expanding emotional vocabulary and understanding.

	– Trauma-Informed: Professional development is provided on trauma 
including how trauma impacts behaviour and learning how to respond 
appropriately when someone is triggered or disregulated. 

	– Neurodiversity: Professional development is provided on basic 
neuroscience and neurodiversity to create environments that minimise 
stress, enhance empathy, and apply appropriate strategies when 
responding to stress responses in colleagues, parents, or students.

SO C I A L J UST I C E & D I G N IT Y

	– Commitment to Human Rights: Uphold human rights, with a particular 
focus on the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).

	– Addressing Structural and Cultural Violence: As a school community, 
actively work to confront the structural and cultural violence present 
in society, recognising that these issues can surface in schools in 
various forms.

	– Creating Safe Spaces: Ensure safe spaces for individuals with lived 
experiences of racism, sexism, ableism, classism, homophobia, and 
transphobia to voice their concerns. Support them in making the 
school a safer, more equitable environment.

	– Needs-Awareness: Embrace the dignity and value of each person, 
recognising that behaviours often labelled as ‘challenging’ or ‘disruptive’ 
are frequently expressions of unmet needs. Addressing these needs 
reduces such behaviours and fosters a deeper appreciation for the 
individual’s well-being.
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Mission Statement for a Relational and 
Restorative School 

“In our school  everyone matters, and everyone’s 
ideas are valued. We encourage authentic 

communication by talking about and listening for 
thoughts and feelings. We care about each other 
so  we think before we speak or act. We consider 

everyone else’s needs as much as possible as 
we work together. It’s up to all of us to make this 
school function well, so we’ll plan together, make 
decisions together, solve problems together, and 

help each other out if things go wrong.”

How can we make this mission statement a reality?

Regular circle meetings in both classrooms and staff rooms provide the 
foundation on which relational and restorative practice evolves. They 
help to develop social and emotional skills, build trust, safety and a sense 
of belonging and build strong supportive relationships within the group. 
Participation in regular proactive circles also prepares groups for taking part 
in problem-solving circles if and when conflicts or challenges arise in a group.

The following checklist of activities will help guide you through establishing 
a relational and restorative school culture with consistent values and core 
beliefs as described above. 

C H E C K LI ST FO R A R E L AT I O N A L A N D R E STO R AT I V E SC H O O L

	☐ Regular team building activities that create a sense of 
belonging in classrooms and with staff.

	☐ Restorative listening (e.g. reframing, active listening with an 
attitude towards curiosity and not judgement).

	☐ Relational and restorative conversations (e.g. using ques-
tions that build, maintain and repair relationships).

	☐ Relational pedagogy - integrating relational and restorative 
principles & language into curriculum delivery (e.g. coop-
erative learning, engagement strategies, voice and choice 
universal design so everyone feels safe and included).

	☐ Social and emotional learning programmes to develop 
vocabulary and understanding. 

	☐ Supporting people with mentoring (e.g peer mentoring, staff 
mentoring, teacher mentoring).

	☐ Restorative brief chats to de-escalate situations in class-
rooms, corridors or outside.

	☐ Problem-solving circles to respond to problems among 
students or staff.

	☐ Mediation between any two people in the school community 
(facilitated by an adult or a student, as appropriate) (e.g. 
peer mediation, employee conflict, teacher-student).

	☐ Formal restorative meetings with private preparation for se-
rious disciplinary issues (many include parents and support 
people as appropriate).
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Steps to Implementing a Relational and 
Restorative School

Becoming a relational and restorative school involves fostering a positive 
and supportive school culture where relationships are prioritised, conflicts 
are resolved peacefully, and a sense of belonging is promoted among all 
members of the school community. 

1.	 Promote Positive Relationships: Encourage positive interactions 
among students, teachers, staff, and parents. 

2.	 Establish Clear Expectations: Collaboratively develop clear ex-
pectations for behaviour and communication by involving students, 
teachers, staff, and parents in the process. When people have a voice 
in shaping expectations, they are more likely to understand, support, 
and follow them.

3.	 Model Relational and Restorative Behaviour: As school leaders, 
teachers, and staff, demonstrate empathy, active listening, and respect 
in all interactions with students, colleagues, and parents.

4.	 Educate the School Community: Offer training and workshops for 
the leadership team, teachers, and staff on relational and restorative 
practices, including how to facilitate circles and resolve conflict in their 
daily roles. Ensure that students, parents, and staff understand the im-
portance of building strong relationships, resolving conflicts peacefully, 
and fostering a sense of belonging among all members of the school 
community. To sustain these practices, provide ongoing training for 
new staff and refresher training each year.

5.	 Implement relational and restorative practices: Use relational and 
restorative practices such as circles, mediation and restorative con-
ferences to address conflicts and discipline issues. Focus on repairing 

harm, building empathy, and restoring relationships rather than 
punitive measures.

6.	 Provide Supportive Structures: Build systems within the school – such 
as advisory programmes, counselling services, peer mediation oppor-
tunities, skills teaching and evidence-based behavioural supports – to 
help students succeed academically, socially, and emotionally. Having 
these supports in place ensures that when students struggle, we 
can respond quickly and appropriately to meet their needs and help 
them grow.

7.	 Evaluate and Adjust: Regularly assess the effectiveness of your rela-
tional and restorative practices by gathering feedback from students, 
teachers, staff, and parents. Analyse school data, such as climate sur-
veys, office referral records, and implementation reports, to evaluate if 
these practices are being fully implemented and achieving the desired 
outcomes. Make necessary adjustments to enhance the school culture 
and address any challenges.

8.	 Build Community Partnerships: Partner with community organisations, 
local businesses, and other schools to strengthen the school's support 
network and extend a sense of community beyond the school walls. 
Building these relationships can open the door to additional supports 
and services for students and families while also creating valuable 
connections when challenges arise.

Training from experienced practitioners will be needed, especially for the 
restorative interventions.

By following these steps and consistently prioritising relationships, empathy, 
and restorative approaches, your school can become a more relational and 
restorative environment where all members of the community feel valued 
and supported.
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Step-by-Step Case Study: How One School Successfully 
Implemented Circles Across the Entire School

This case study - by Chris Straker - demonstrates how a school in the United 
Kingdom successfully implemented a regular circle practice. It serves as a 
model that can be adapted to your own school's needs. Adopting a relational 
and restorative approach is supported by circles, so having a clear plan and 
timeline, tailored to your school's context and challenges, is essential. The 
plan should address potential difficulties and include strategies to support 
and engage staff and students throughout the process.

Step Description

Step 1
Start facilitating circles in 
leadership and staff meeting

We began by incorporating a check-in at the start and a check-out at 
the end of all leadership meetings. Initially, these check-ins consisted 
of questions designed to help us get to know each other better and 
strengthen our professional and personal relationships. Over time, we 
refined this practice into check-ins that became a fundamental part of 
both our daily school routines and personal interactions.

Introduce the talking piece and the circle protocols of:
•	 Only speaking when you have the talking piece
•	 Taking turns around the circle
•	 Not interrupting or contradicting when not your turn
•	 Having the right to pass if you do not want to say anything
•	 Agreeing confidentiality when sharing personal issues

Step 2
Identify possible core leaders in 
facilitating circles.

We identified staff members who were already engaged in or 
had the potential to excel in facilitating circles. These staff later 
became models and supporters for other staff in the early stages 
of their development.

Step 3
Schedule consistent circles 
across the school starting with 
tutor groups.

Once staff had built their confidence, we encouraged them to start 
facilitating circles during tutor time on Mondays. While using circles 
at other times was optional, Monday sessions were mandatory 
across the school, and we closely monitored these activities to 
ensure a good balance of support and challenge in the development 
process. This was to emphasise the importance of the practice.

After about six weeks, we added Friday as an additional day for tutor 
group circles.

Step 3a
Establish circle norms and values 
with students.

The importance of establishing norms and values for the circles was 
the first activity in each classroom. These were written down on a 
large piece of paper and would be referred to at the start of each 
circle until they became a habit.

Step Description

Step 3b
Honouring class circles.

We created a symbol for classroom doors to indicate when circles 
were in session. If the symbol was displayed, no one could enter 
unless it was an emergency, to respect the circle activity.

Step 4
Develop more regular circles 
throughout the week.

It quickly became clear that most support staff were benefiting from 
circle practice. They began sharing their successes in staff meetings 
and encouraged others to increase the frequency of circles, 
leading many to hold a circle every morning to enhance student 
relationships.

Step 5
Develop circles in teaching and 
learning.

As most tutors were also subject teachers, we observed them using 
circles for instructional purposes, such as recapping learning and 
discussing successes and next steps at the end of lessons. Circles 
became integrated into teaching and learning rather than being 
seen as a separate activity.

Step 6
Encourage students to lead 
circles

Initially teachers modelled circles but very quickly we began 
supporting students to lead tutor circles. 

Similarly, we asked non-managers such as teachers and support 
staff to help lead staff circles.

Step 7
Use circles to process serious 
issues

For important matters, such as community events or school decisions, 
we used circles to discuss and process these issues. The school 
leadership frequently facilitated circles with support staff and students 
to involve them in finding solutions to school-related challenges.

Step 8
Innovations in staff circles – 
community building and problem 
solving.

The staff requested a Friday morning circle before school. All staff 
members, including managers, teachers, support staff, caretakers, 
and cooks, participated in circles across the school. This time 
was used to celebrate weekly successes and address areas for 
improvement, ensuring that everyone was engaged in various 
aspects of school life.

An outcome of the Friday whole school circles was the decisions by 
staff to facilitate problem solving circles on Wednesday mornings 
before school started to support individuals, or groups, on any issues 
raised in the Friday morning circle.

Chris Straker, Hull, UK
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Where do I start?

No matter your role at school, you have the ability to help build a restorative 
environment. Below are some suggested activities to guide you. While you 
can make a meaningful impact, it’s important to focus on what’s within your 
control and let go of what isn’t. By doing your best with what you can influ-
ence, you’ll stay energised and effective for the long term.

School leader / principal

Start with yourself - Are you a good role model for your team, your staff and your students? Are you ‘being 
the change’ you want to see? Is your practice informed by the 5 Core Beliefs?

Reflect on your own relational skills – how do you ‘show up’ every day? Are you approachable? Do you 
listen with empathy, patience and understanding? Do you show care and understanding towards your 
colleagues, your staff team, the students and their families?

Invite feedback from your staff about how they experience your leadership – what do you need to 
change? 

Invite your fellow senior team to share their vision for the school

Start to meet regularly in circle yourselves 

Read as widely as you can about what becoming a relational and restorative school entails (see suggested 
reading below) 

Link up with other schools who are also on their own relational and restorative journey

Apply for Erasmus grants to visit an RJ school

Be the change you want to see

Student

Start with yourself - Having read about the basic core beliefs of relational and restorative practice, reflect 
on how this may impact on you.

Talk to other students, teachers and parents – share what you have read or seen on video 

Reflect on your own relational skills – how do you ‘show up’ every day? Are you approachable? Do you 
listen with empathy, patience and understanding? Do you show care and understanding towards your 
fellow students and the people you engage with in schools? Remember that you still develop your skills.

Be the change you want to see

Teacher

Start with yourself - Are you a good role model for your team, your staff and your students? Are you ‘being 
the change’ you want to see? Is your practice informed by the 5 Core Beliefs?

Reflect on your own relational skills – how do you ‘show up’ every day? Are you approachable? Do you 
listen with empathy, patience and understanding? Do you show care and understanding towards your 
colleagues, the students and their families?

Invite feedback from your colleagues and from your students about how they experience you as a teacher 
– what do you need to change? 

Begin discussions with colleagues about their vision for the school

Start to meet regularly in circle in your department or faculty

Read as widely as you can about what becoming a relational and restorative school entails (see suggested 
reading below) 

Strive to build relationships with each of your students – be curious about each one – show them you care

Be the change you want to see

Social worker

Start with yourself - Are you a good role model for your colleagues? Are you ‘being the change’ you want 
to see? Is your practice informed by the 5 Core Beliefs?

Reflect on your own relational skills – how do you ‘show up’ ever day? Are you approachable? Do you 
listen with empathy, patience and understanding? Do you show care and understanding towards your 
colleagues, the students and their families?

Invite feedback from your colleagues and from the families you support about how they experience you as 
a social worker – what do you need to change? 

Begin discussions with colleagues about their vision for their work in school

Start to meet regularly in circle in your team 

Learn as much as you can about trauma-informed, relational and restorative practice and make the links 
between this and your own social work model.

Reach out to the schools you work with and offer to explain the benefits to them, their students and the 
families of trauma-informed, relational and restorative practice.

Be the change you want to see – and use your example to be an agent of change
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Parent

Start with yourself - Having read about the basic core beliefs of relational and restorative practice, reflect 
on how this may impact on you as a parent/carer.

Ask your child’s school if they are using this practice and if they could lay on parenting classes

If not maybe talk to other parents – share what you have read or seen on video and create a group who 
want to see these ideas in the school

With your allies arrange a meeting with the school to explain why you think your children, and the staff, 
would benefit from a relational and restorative approach

Offer to fund-raise so that the school can take on the services of a trainer/consultant to help them move 
towards becoming a relational/restorative school

Be the change you want to see

Agencies that support schools

Start with yourself - Are you a good role model for your colleagues? Are you ‘being the change’ you want 
to see? Is your practice informed by the 5 Core Beliefs?

Reflect on your own relational skills – how do you ‘show up’ ever day? Are you approachable? Do you 
listen with empathy, patience and understanding? Do you show care and understanding towards your 
colleagues and the people you engage with in schools?

Invite feedback from your colleagues and from the schools you support about how they experience you 
professionally – what do you need to change? 

Do you really listen to school professionals about what their key issues are? Do you work WITH them , as 
opposed to imposing ideas and policies on them?

Begin discussions with colleagues about their vision for their work in schools.

Start to meet regularly in circle in your team.

Learn as much as you can about trauma-informed, relational and restorative practice and make the links 
between this and your own social work model.

Reach out to the schools you work with and offer to explain the benefits to them, their students and the 
families of trauma-informed, relational and restorative practice.

Be the change you want to see – and use your example to be an agent of change

Government Officials

Start with yourself - Are you a good role model for your colleagues? Are you ‘being the change’ you want 
to see? Is your practice informed by the 5 Core Beliefs?

Reflect on your own relational skills – how do you ‘show up’ every day? Are you approachable? Do you 
listen with empathy, patience and understanding? Do you show care and understanding towards your 
colleagues and the people you engage with in schools?

Invite feedback from your colleagues and from the schools you support about how they experience you 
professionally – what do you need to change? 

Do you really listen to school professionals about what their key issues are? Do you work WITH them , as 
opposed to imposing ideas and policies on them?

Reflect on how you can use your position to influence local and national policy in schools to support 
relational and restorative practice.

Look for opportunities to bring key stakeholders together to develop innovation.

You have the power to influence a local or national community!
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2	 Restorative Journeys

Restorative Journey Commentary

Restorative Practice “accepts ambiguity and paradox 
and requires diversity … [and must be] rooted in its 
context. (Wonshé, 2004, p.258).

This commentary is not intended to be a thematic analysis of the type you 
would find in a more academic text. It wishes to honour the stories as each 
storyteller has told them; but also look to see if there are any particular 
aspects of their journeys that offer points of reflection.

Each storyteller speaks in their own voice, reflecting on their own experienc-
es. Some are starting a journey, others are further down the line. Story here 
is used to denote a personal history, a narrative description of life events. 
The commentary tries to engage in a dialogue with the storyteller to elicit a 
deeper understanding of what a relational and restorative school is, or hopes 
to be. All of the storytellers are engaging in “an exercise in first stepping into 
a desired future in imagination, then consciously elaborating the structures 
needed to maintain it, and finally imagining the future history that would get 
[them] there, [it] is a very liberating experience for people who feel trapped in 
an unyielding present…” (Harris: 1991, p.92). 

The nature of relational and restorative practice is to be transformational 
within its culture and community. Culture is found in the “complex relation-
ships, knowledges, languages, social organisations and life experiences that 
bind diverse individuals and groups together. Culture is a living process. It 
changes over time to reflect the changed environments and social interac-
tions of people living together.” (Atkinson, 2002, p.ix). 

Community, for each storyteller, reflects their personal context but also the 
wider community of relational and restorative actors they are part of through 



3332

connections like the EFRJ working group for relational and restorative 
schools. The dialogue we are trying to develop in this collection is grounded 
in a belief that “Community is where I can share my innermost thoughts, bring 
out the depths of my own feelings, and know they will be understood… [and] 
Communication makes community.” (May R, 1976, pp.246-7). 

All of the storytellers are grounded in their own context of socio-political, 
cultural and economic factors. Therefore, relational and restorative schools 
have to also develop in these contexts. Relational and restorative schools 
need to be clear on the values, principles, policies and practice that define 
them whilst being reflexive to the environment they are being nurtured in. 
There is a consistent message that all storytellers wish to see an existing 
paternalistic and punitive system be replaced by a relational and restorative 
system. How they are each trying to get there, and the place from which they 
are starting, is the thread across all of the stories.

Many of the storytellers talk about the educational landscape being 
challenging, especially in relation to the status of teachers. Shatberashvili, 
(Georgia) says, “We have both state and private schools… traditionally the 
focus has been on teaching and infrastructure development rather than 
non-academic[pastoral] components. Punitive measures are still in place. 
Relationship-oriented practices are not ingrained… teachers have less and 
less time to spend with children outside the classroom, as their salaries are 
not high enough to afford to work at just one school.”

This is similar to the context both Czajkowska and Dopierała (Poland) have 
experienced, where the “entire education system in Poland for many years 
was based on hierarchy and punishment. The situation was similar in systems 
designed to support children and young people from difficult environ-
ments… Currently, there is more talk about students' mental health and the 
importance of free time. The topic of students' rights also appears in public 
discussion... Inside the school, these changes are not very noticeable yet.” 

Vieira Heerdt (Brazil) says, “I live in a country with great social inequality, 
where public school teachers earn an average of around US $ 880… the real-
ities of the North are very different from those of the South. There are places 
where children go to school just to have something to eat and many to es-
cape the violence of drug trafficking. In Brazil, it is still common to talk about 
restorative justice and not restorative practices, which causes strangeness 
when we try to approach the school environment. I have been fighting for us 
to abandon this language, because the word justice is not well understood, 
because it presupposes judgement, authority, and coercion. This is due to 
the history of restorative justice in Brazil, which came here through the hands 
of the judiciary.”

Straker (United Kingdom) says, “When I made the decision for my school 
to become a restorative, it was with a sense of isolation. A sense that apart 
from the schools around my school who had pioneered restorative practice 
at a primary level – we were striking out alone. I am now aware that this was 
not the case… The educational environment in 2007, was not as hostile to 
the ideas behind restorative practice as it is now, in terms of the Department 
for Education and the control of powerful Trusts and Academies. Within 
these domains there is a clear belief in zero tolerance and behaviourist 
models, concepts which make it harder for restorative practice to develop 
and thrive.”

These contexts, though, contrast with Wroldsen (Norway) who says, “I was 
lucky in the sense that the restorative practices mindset lingers well with the 
principles and values governing and overarching the national curriculum in 
Norway. The principles and values of primary and secondary education in 
Norway are founded on human values and human rights, children’s rights, 
and democracy. It entails respect for identity and cultural diversity, critical 
thinking and ethical consciousness, creativity, engagement and exploration, 
respect for nature and the environment, democracy, and participation. To 
me these values resonate well with restorative practices.” Stowe (Ireland) 



3534

describes a feeling of steady progress in Ireland over the last ten years that 
has seen traction gained in government circles.

So, we can see that the ground in which to grow relational and restorative 
schools is not equally fertile. This makes the intent to become a relational 
and restorative school a difficult task but also a courageous one. It requires 
leadership. Hopkins (United Kingdom) discusses this in more detail in her 
story, and we will look at this later in this commentary. 

When relational and restorative schools are often being developed in isola-
tion, within this hostile environment they risk being seen as ‘maverick’ or an 
outlier rather than part of a wider process that connects them to other rela-
tional and restorative practices that could be being developed in social care, 
criminal justice or community settings. The need to widen the understanding 
of what relational and restorative schools offer and the positive impact they 
can have on the present status quo is clearly important in setting an agenda 
that is more strategic and more widely understood by Headteachers, 
Principals and policy makers. 

The inspiration for all of the journeys described in the stories has been 
different, reflecting both personal and community characteristics. Several 
storytellers talk about hearing about restorative justice and restorative prac-
tices from colleagues who had been on courses and came back enthused. 
Others came upon it from academic research in and around their own area 
of expertise.

Czajkowska’s exposure to restorative practice made her want to broaden its 
use in Poland. To do that she felt the need to, “educate school staff (current 
and future) on the subject of restorative schools - teachers show enthusiasm, 
willingness - but they lack preparation, training and knowledge. This need to 
promote relational and restorative school concepts into the wider educa-
tional climate is very important.”

Vieira Heerdt explained that he is inspired by the transformational possi-
bilities in restorative practice despite the huge social issues faced by many 
Brazilian schools. He says, “we work on a community axis, with migrants, the 
homeless and, to a greater extent, with public schools… we are able, with 
effort, to serve a few public schools, in one of the largest capitals in Brazil. 
The issue is that, faced with such inequality, schools have demands that go 
far beyond violence, cyberbullying and isolation, but also many material and 
personal needs. Teachers are exhausted.” 

Dell’Anno (Italy) began her journey with a Family Group Conferencing back-
ground and looked to use some of that methodology in a school setting. She 
realised that the work in schools needed to be at a whole school level not 
an isolated project within a school system. The ideas of relational practice 
resonated with her work and a commitment to placing them at the heart of 
school culture.

Straker and Hopkins both describe dissatisfaction with an existing status quo 
within the English education system. Straker says, “I was looking for some-
thing that placed relationships at the heart of all we did but was also not just 
something we were going to do TO the students… Our existing protocols 
and policies did not, satisfactorily, change patterns of challenging, repeated, 
behaviours and low attendance.” The disconnected strategy for the develop-
ment of relational and restorative schools at a national level, at the time he 
started (in 2007), is exemplified by the fact that at a time he was struggling to 
find a methodology to move forward he was unaware of the pioneering work 
of Hopkins, only 200 miles away.

Stowe touches on a personal journey where professional and personal 
overlap: “I loved the alternative to the harsh punitive system that I could see 
was isolating our most vulnerable students and exhausting teachers who 
were cemented into this cycle of engagement. I felt it resonated with my own 
philosophy and if I am being honest, on a personal level it resonated with the 
spiritual journey I felt I was on my whole life.” 
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These examples of inspiration that triggered a move towards developing 
the concept of the relational and restorative school are positive for the 
individual school setting but risk being isolated within a wider national 
educational context if we do not impact on a wider audience. This aspect 
of ensuring that the relational and restorative school’s possibilities are 
better transmitted across influential players in education and social care 
is an aspect that needs attention. If not, relational and restorative schools 
will remain places that have positive impacts on the lives of everyone with 
a stake in them, but no further. It is hoped that these stories will add to the 
impetus and messaging relational and restorative schools need to embrace 
if they are to command attention. 

The main learning individual storytellers took from their journey, again, 
reflects their starting point, context, and thinking around education and 
social welfare. Wroldsen says, “I treasure the skills that I learnt in restorative 
justice/restorative practice. I became much more aware of communication 
and how to listen actively to what the other person is saying. I take time to let 
the other person finish what they say before I reply… The restorative justice/
restorative practice questions are key skills in conflict resolution. And last, but 
not least the power of the circle when people or students are simply seated 
in a circle.”

De Vanna (Italy) adds to this when she says, “through the years I have estab-
lished two main beliefs:

1.	 In order to create a restorative school it is important to work with the 
entire environment: teachers, parents, students and everyone else 
belonging to the school system.

2.	 A restorative school needs to be prepared and supported by devel-
oping projects and workshops about relational and emotional skills 
because where restorative values and culture are, it is possible to 
develop restorative practices for real. 

She also comments on the need for relational and restorative schools to 
“develop a restorative mindset and a restorative culture [that] is a precondition 
for a school policy based on a restorative approach and the path to get there 
is never the same but depends on the specific identity of every situation.” 

Hopkins adds to this when she describes her journey. She says she “began to 
use the phrase ‘whole-school restorative approach’… and this was the focus 
of my book Just Schools (2004).” She also stresses the need for leaders to be 
involved from the start and the importance of them modelling the language 
and behaviours they wish the school to develop.

Mooiman (United States of America) describes the importance of “clear and 
consistent training for all school leaders and teachers in Positive Behaviour 
Interventions & Supports and restorative practices for every new hire, every 
year. Our training wasn't just a 'lovely experience' but had actionable, clear 
expectations with it like implementing circles in classrooms, reducing sham-
ing and punitive discipline practices, much of which we held school account-
able for by collecting data.” Straker echoes this when he says, “I decided we 
had to be very strategic in the way we would develop restorative practice in 
the school, it could not be left to chance.”

A thread of learning through all of these stories is the need for consistency 
and to take everyone along with you; to be strategic in planning, before 
initiating training and practice; and to ensure relational and restorative 
practice permeates all aspects of the school: not just the pastoral elements. 
Relational and restorative training should not be isolated training events 
disconnected from the holistic life of the school. As Stowe emphasises, “I 
am learning that training isn’t enough, and we need to move beyond a ‘train 
and hope’ model to navigate the challenges of implementing restorative 
practice in schools in a way that dismantles hierarchical structures and 
isn’t tokenistic.”
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When the storytellers reflect on the elements that were successful for them 
there is a shared sense of relational and restorative schools being explicit 
about the need to have clear values and principles; and that these are 
reflected in the languages and behaviour that become part of the school. 
The positive impact from relational and restorative practice, for both adults 
and students in the school, is clearly something all writers hold central as an 
outcome of their journey. Wroldsen says restorative justice/restorative prac-
tice is grounded in academic fields and values [that] provides solid evidence 
that this is the way to make the world a better and safer place for everyone. 
Restorative justice/restorative practice is also about giving students a voice 
in school and honouring that voice.”

Dopierała describes the success of relational and restorative school ideas 
in Poland when she says that they “[have] the potential to introduce more 
systemic changes at school. We published it as a book with the help of the 
university and guess what? It turned out to be a bestseller within a few weeks. 
This means for me that good ground for changes is slowly being made.”	
Dell‘Anno, whilst acknowledging the difficulties of developing relational and 
restorative schools in her context, also says, “it is possible to build positive 
relationships at school free from negative judgments but oriented towards 
real help and support.” Rul·lan (Spain) says through “circles and other 
activities, we can cultivate a community atmosphere that acts as a powerful 
preventive tool against conflicts.” This view about the importance of circles 
is further shared by Straker and Hopkins. (The importance of circles and a 
template for rolling them out in schools is contained in Section 1.)	

Finally, Shatberashvili speaks of the importance of being seen, being heard 
and being known when she discusses a successful outcome she observed 
from introducing relational and restorative practices to schools in Georgia: 
“Children who were invisible became visible, those who had never been 
active became more involved. Some children who did not know they needed 
support began to talk to and know their teachers, psychologists and social 
workers. They saw these adults from a different perspective.”	

All of these stories contain examples of successful outcomes, even if the sto-
ryteller is still struggling day to day in the context in which they work. These 
struggles could be seen as constraining, but there are also examples where 
starting the journey in itself is enough and is liberating.

Without dwelling on barriers to progress it was also important for the story-
tellers to also reflect on any issues that they felt mitigated against their suc-
cess. Again, this is obviously contextual to the setting they find themselves in. 
A key barrier, across a lot of the stories, is time. Wroldsen says, “I think time 
is a crucial factor, it takes time to get a grip of the mindset and how to put 
it to work in a school. We are so tuned into punitive responses in our school 
systems, that it takes a mind shift to grasp a restorative justice/restorative 
practice response.” This is the case in most of the stories. Another factor 
mentioned by storytellers was that much of the academic and practitioner 
writing on this subject is in English. As a movement, restorative actors need 
to do as much as possible to make resources available to all in translation un-
til each country develops its own national relational and restorative literature 
and resources for training and teaching.

Hopkins and Mooiman mention the importance of leaders being involved 
from the start so that they do not become detached from the holistic pro-
gramme being implemented to develop practice. Hopkins says that it is her 
“strong view that leaders need to change school policy to enable teachers 
to use restorative practice at the level of behaviour management, including 
classroom management.” 

The prevalence and domination of existing punitive systems in education 
mean that the environment to develop relational and restorative schools can 
be toxic, and as such it needs to be planned for. This is mentioned by Vieira 
Heerdt, De Vanna and Rullan. Most of the storytellers work inside existing 
punitive systems and this must be planned for in envisioning the journey a 
school must make to become relational and restorative. But this need not be 
an insurmountable issue. As Stowe says, “The barriers for me is the challenge 
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of changing school systems [but] Dorothy Vaandering reminds me that 
‘people created systems and people can then change systems’ but it is a 
long-term journey.” 

The status and pressures on teachers (and in some places the lowly status 
of teachers) is also identified as an issue by many of the storytellers.  This 
was also accompanied by a feeling in existing school systems that relational 
and restorative approaches would be ‘soft’ on behaviour. This links back into 
the issue of leadership and clear messaging described by Hopkins. Straker 
reflected on how important it was getting “people to understand what we 
were doing and that we still had high expectations for behaviour… Staff also 
needed to feel confident that they would be supported and not left adrift by 
another ‘new’ idea. The same went for making sure parents and carers knew 
what we were doing and how they could use it in the home.” Seeing relational 
and restorative practice as underpinning school systems and not being in 
conflict with them is a message that still needs to be consistently made to 
policy makers. 

Storytellers also felt that a solution to embedding relational and restorative 
practice at a deep, whole school level, was the need to move from a re-
storative justice context (circles used for solely for responding to negative 
behaviour) to it being a proactive process with relationships and dialogic 
skills for all parties given emphasis. 

Finally, the storytellers also described the early signs of transformation within 
their contexts. Some of these are qualitative aspects: what it feels like to be 
there. That is an important aspect of measuring progress. As Shatberashvili 
says, some “sceptical teachers claimed that they saw no difference between 
the traditional methods of responding to problems and the newly introduced 
methods. However, they soon began asking my colleagues questions, 
naming problems, sharing their classroom experiences and expressing their 
admiration for the restorative processes they were trying to establish in their 
schools. That is a huge jump in perception from where the project started.” 

Mooiman recognises that feeling about a place and work is important and 
says, students reported that they “feel connected… I feel safe at my school… 
My teacher likes me." Dopierala goes further when she says we “implement-
ed restorative practices in primary and secondary schools. Students like 
going to school, crisis situations are better managed and great emphasis 
is placed on teaching social-emotional competences. Students treat each 
other with respect and are able to seek mutual understanding. This makes 
a great impression on people who come to the school for internships or 
study visits.”



4342

We believe that it will be a tough journey for all that embark on it but like the 
storytellers in this collection demonstrate, when relational and restorative 
practice is infused with humanity, and an optimism that the transformation 
that can be achieved, it is worth the struggle. Good luck. Remember you 
don’t travel alone.

Conclusion

‘The only power I have is to journey with those in the 
present” (Atkinson, 2002, p266).

Relational and restorative schools should not be viewed in isolation – they 
sit within a complex web of contextual characteristics. By seeking to build 
cohesive, compassionate communities in schools, relational and restorative 
practices also address community cohesion in practical and pragmatic ways 
in the world beyond school. It is a positive ambition to become a restorative 
school and the journey has begun in many places across the world. The 
guidelines, resources and links that accompany these stories present the 
voices and lived experiences of a few people who have started their journey 
to becoming relational and restorative schools. We hope they inspire and 
offer models you can make your own.

No one within this collection claims to have reached their goal of becoming a 
completely relational and restorative school, but all aspire to becoming such 
a school or wider school community. The present reality is that schools may 
have to continue to develop in isolation, without national or regional or even 
city-wide strategies, for the short term. It is not unreasonable to say that 
that in itself is still a good thing: it is having a positive impact on the lives of 
all stakeholders in that school, or community. The next step though has to be 
the joined up roll out across more schools and communities. The building of 
a critical mass so that relational and restorative schools are not outliers but 
central to discussion on the direction education should take is essential.

Relational and restorative schools also have to ensure the means they use 
for relational and restorative school development match the ends they wish 
to achieve. Planning and activity needs to be guided by restorative values 
and principles that sees school culture change as being holistic and not 
piecemeal. The plan will take time to unfold but it must clearly see all aspects 
of the school being relational and restorative and not just a bit over there. 
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Restorative Journeys: Stories from Practitioners

Fábio Vieira Heerdt 
Brazil

I do not have the same experience as a teacher or principal as some of you 
in elementary and secondary schools. I'm a teacher but at an academic 
level. Even so, as a facilitator, I have noticed how the logic and mentality of 
the state penal punitive system (in which I have worked for over 26 years) is 
reproduced in schools, where punishments only bring isolation and suffering 
and are not effective.

I live in a country with great social inequality, where public school teachers 
earn an average of around US$880.00, without forgetting that Brazil is the 
fifth largest country in the world, that is, the realities of the North are very 
different from those of the south. There are places where children go to 
school just to have something to eat and many to escape the violence of 
drug trafficking.

In Brazil, it is still common to talk about restorative justice and not restorative 
practices, which causes strangeness when we try to approach the school 
environment. I have been fighting for us to abandon this language, because 
the word justice is not well understood, because it presupposes judgement, 
authority, coercion. This is due to the history of in Brazil, which came here 
through the hands of the Judiciary.

I have worked for more than five years as coordinator of a restorative justice 
judicial centre, in which the actions are divided into three axes: institutional, 
in which we develop practices for work teams from the court itself, which 
has around a thousand judges and thousands of civil servants and other 
collaborators; in judicial, criminal and other cases, (now we are working on 
the Club Kiss case, perhaps you have already heard about it, in which almost 
250 young people went to a party to have fun and died after inhaling toxic 

fumes and many others face consequences to this day); finally, we work on 
a community axis, with migrants, the homeless and, to a greater extent, with 
public schools. 

I need to explain this part: Brazil is one of the countries with the highest in
equality in the world: that's why there are public schools, structured unevenly 
depending on the region of the country or even the city (near favelas or drug 
trafficking areas) and private schools, some of which cost more than two 
thousand dollars in tuition. Therefore, we are able, with effort, to serve a few 
public schools, in one of the largest capitals in Brazil. The issue is that, faced 
with such inequality, schools have demands that go far beyond violence, 
cyberbullying and isolation, but also many material and personal needs. 
Teachers are exhausted. Often, when we approach a school, we are very 
unwelcome, and it's not the teachers' fault. They earn poorly, work a lot, and 
are subject to violence from students and parents, especially after we spent 
four years under an extreme right-wing government that daily encouraged 
hatred and weapons among civilians. 

We have faced episodes of shootings, knife attacks (I myself acted as a facil-
itator with groups of students where this happened) and other violence that 
we previously only saw in other countries. For all these reasons, I think that 
a broad approach to the entire school is appropriate, involving everyone, 
including parents, as young people have complained that they are not heard, 
not at home, at school or anywhere.

It's a difficult job, which requires a lot of energy, money and qualified people, 
but it needs to be done.

I started to admire you all more after knowing your stories, after all, that's 
what it's all about, right? Tell and listen to stories and thus weave a web of 
productive relationships that are good for us and good for everyone.
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Nino Shatberashvili
Georgia

The first time I heard about restorative justice was during my course: “Human 
Rights in Transition Countries”. During the course, we discussed conflicts 
between countries as well as conflicts within the country. Some classmates 
were involved in these conflicts themselves, so the discussions were lively. 
Films were recommended as part of the course: some documentaries, some 
feature films. That's how I got to know the concept of restorative justice. I 
started to get enthusiastic about the concept.

Later, while working at the United Nations Children’s Fund, I heard about 
restorative justice again. Later, I witnessed impressive changes in the rela-
tionships and attitudes of people in conflict with the law under the Ministry 
of Justice's Diversion Program in Georgia. This was a newly introduced 
victim-offender mediation program in Georgia. At the time, I managed the 
Rehabilitation Services Division and witnessed impressive reconciliations 
conducted by my staff. I have been involved in several programs that 
focused on supporting youth either in the justice system or in, so-called, 
correctional schools.

I started my career in the child welfare field and then got experience in the 
justice system. Within these systems and roles, I have met or been involved 
in the cases of many very unfortunate children and families. After listening 
to the stories of these children I began to think about how many problems 
faced by these children could be avoided or at least alleviated if the school, 
community and family were more responsive to their needs, supported them 
with their problems or shared in their successes. But for this to happen, peo-
ple in these formal or informal systems needed to know what to do to avoid 
or notice or respond to problems of children who shout out their concerns 
through their behaviour and attitudes.

We have a national education system in which schools have the status of 
legal entities under public law, although they are still very much dependent 
on the central government. Schooling lasts 12 years and includes primary, 
secondary and high school. We have both state and private schools. The 
system is currently being reformed, but traditionally the focus has been on 
teaching and infrastructure development rather than non-academic com-
ponents. Punitive measures are still in place. Relationship-oriented practices 
are not ingrained. Schools are still the most influential social institutions, 
although teachers have less and less time to spend with children outside the 
classroom, as their salaries are not high enough to afford to work at just one 
school and they are often in a hurry to fulfil their commitments at another 
school. Some children come from very difficult social backgrounds, from 
families with complex relationships, and school is the only safe environment 
for them, and if their expectations are not met, they will struggle.

All this prepared me for the contact I made in Leuven during my visit to the 
Don Bosco Groenveld School with the support of the EU support for the 
reform of the judiciary in Georgia.There I met my colleague Wim Hanssens, 
who fascinated me with his impressive presentation about working with 
children in their schools. Among other interesting details, I remember him 
telling me that even the receptionists in their school are trained to welcome 
the children, even if they are late for school unprepared and messy, to show 
them that they are welcome in the school and have to leave their problems 
behind as soon as they enter the school building. I began to think that we 
need this approach in Georgia.

Soon after, we invited Wim to our country to train the first cohort of social 
workers in the education system. Among other interesting topics and 
approaches, he introduced the idea of a proactive circle. Initially, some of my 
colleagues were sceptical whether the schools in Georgia were ready for it. 
But we nevertheless introduced it in some pilot schools and after some time 
they started to “reap the fruits”.
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Later, with the support of my dear colleague Maia Chochua, we invited Heidi 
Defever to Georgia to train the first cohort of school mediators. From her I 
learned about Belinda Hopkins and her publications and read some of them. 
From the first pages I knew that we needed this approach here. Soon after, 
I became a member of the Restorative School Working Group, which works 
under the umbrella of the European Forum for Restorative Justice. I met with 
my wonderful colleagues and was determined to try it in Georgia. With the 
support of UNICEF, Belinda Hopkins and Christopher Straker, renowned UK 
experts in the field, were invited to work with the Georgian team to develop 
the relational and restorative school concept. 

The basic program was introduced in 7 state schools. Some sceptical teach-
ers claimed that they saw no difference between the traditional methods of 
responding to problems and the newly introduced methods. However, they 
soon began asking my colleagues questions, naming problems, sharing their 
classroom experiences and expressing their admiration for the restorative 
processes they were trying to establish in their schools. They are willing to 
improve their skills, knowledge and understanding of the relational practice 
that restorative practice develops.

We, as a psychosocial service, made up of administrators, psychologists, 
social workers and psychiatrists, providing psychosocial services for children, 
have tried to apply it in our daily lives. I myself, as the leader of this wonderful 
team, was able to observe the interesting effects of restorative practice in 
my team. We began to look at each other from different angles.

Children who were invisible became visible, those who had never been 
active became more involved. Some children who did not know they needed 
support began to talk to and know their teachers, psychologists and social 
workers. They saw these adults from a different perspective. They realised 
that teachers are not only the ones who teach, but also the ones who try 
to support them in different ways. But what impresses me most is the 
demonstration of the power of children, the ability to hear their voices and 

communicate our care and love to them in a way that is easily understood 
and has the potential to be accepted. I firmly believe that school has not only 
an educational function but also a caring function, function of preparation 
children for life as adults.

Michelle Stowe
Ireland

My formal journey with restorative practice began as a teacher in a school 
in Dublin where restorative practice was introduced by a local link agency, 
Childhood Development Initiative (CDI), as a way to serve the conflict needs 
of the community. It was very new in an Irish context and CDI brought over 
the International Institute for Restorative Practices from the UK to deliver 
the training. With the exception on a few pockets of schools in Donegal 
Restorative Practice, had not been explored in the context of Irish schools 
at all. I later became a trainer and did some research in the area in my own 
school as part of a Masters in Education, which really shifted the trajectory 
of my career and the work I now commit to. I never imagined or planned to 
leave my happy classroom, but felt inspired to share what I was learning, 
and I am still learning, with others. Restorative practice has gained a lot of 
traction in Irish schools over the past ten years and now forms part of the 
Department of Education’s national action plan. This, though, still needs 
a lot of investment to really, authentically, grow: but it is moving in the 
right direction.

When I initially started training, I felt very connected to this way of being and 
it resonated with how I felt I worked as a teacher but it also offered me a 
language and a framework to hook this on. It also validated the commitment 
to such a lens, especially when meeting challenging situations. I loved the 
alternative to the harsh punitive system that I could see was isolating our 
most vulnerable students and exhausting teachers who were cemented in 
this cycle of engagement. I felt it resonated with my own philosophy and, if I 
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am being honest, on a personal level it resonated with the spiritual journey I 
felt I was on my whole life. It seemed to offer a pathway to live these values 
of community, connection, seeking and finding the best in others within my 
professional life. It made sense of how I experienced the best way of teaching 
and learning but also connecting relationally and enabled me live my values 
more explicitly. My passion for this work grew and continues to do so.

I am still learning and also unlearning – I underestimated the paradigm shift 
needed and that I am still undergoing myself. I feel that we all need to reflect 
and grapple with what is most needed when seeking to move from a punitive 
to a restorative approach. Asking: How is this working? What does success 
look like? Who do I want to be in this situation? What is our intention here? 
What needs might be under that behaviour and my response to it etc.? 

I am learning that training is not enough, and we need to move beyond a 
train and hope model to navigate the challenges of implementing relational 
and restorative practice in schools in a way that dismantles hierarchical 
structures and is not tokenistic. My initial research involved a ten week cycle 
that I thought I would iterate and work with a new community of teachers but, 
in actual fact, it evolved with the same group over four cycles as our practice 
and understanding kept deepening.

The most important elements for me are connecting restorative practice 
explicitly to values, philosophy, mindset and ways of thinking. There needs to 
be an understanding that it requires continuous commitment, reflection and 
support. Engaging with a professional learning community, having a commu-
nity of practice for peer support, and intentional engagement and reflection 
are key for me.

The barriers for me are the challenges of changing school systems. Dorothy 
Vaandering reminds me that ‘people created systems and people can then 
change systems’ but it is a long-term journey. Another barrier is schools 
identifying as a relational and restorative school when they are only part way 

through their journey. I feel it’s healthier to identify as a school committed to 
or growing its commitment to restorative practice. Showing it understands 
that it is a long-term journey and one that requires working WITH people: 
bringing the community with us. This is difficult when schools largely depend 
on ‘training days’ as opposed to implementation models for the all day, 
every day. Another issue is when schools see restorative practice as an ‘add 
on’ and not a way of being and loving, teaching how we are and how we 
feel together.

I will outline the transformation from my research (Stowe 2012):

Positive relationships between young people and teachers 

	– promotes working WITH environment 
	– increases work ethic
	– positive culture 

Improves teacher well-being and reduces stress

	– people taking responsibility for their actions 
	– being solution-focused
	– greater staff awareness of interactions with young people – visible & 

connected

Staff feel more confident dealing with young people’s needs/behaviours

	– developing emotional literacy 
	– demonstrating empathy
	– sharing and promoting ownership
	– explicit skills - promotes reflective and sharing of best practice
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Guendalina Dell’Anno 
Italy

My journey into the world of restorative justice began in 2002 while I was 
attending the Master's program in Crime Deviance and Control in London. 
In 2006, upon returning to Italy, I began working in Child Protection Services. 
Specifically, I served as a facilitator for Family Group Conferences. This ex-
perience was crucial for my professional and personal growth. I understood 
how crucial the involvement of families is in decision-making processes 
concerning them. The families involved felt, for the first time, a lack of judge-
ment from the Child Protection Services. Hence, there was the possibility of 
bringing about a change in the management of their children because they 
felt listened to.

Later, I participated in a project to evaluate the effectiveness of Family 
Group Conferences in the school environment. The objective was to use 
Family Group Conferences instead of traditional parent-teacher meetings to 
support students in overcoming academic difficulties. From this experience, 
I learned that solely relying on a tool aimed at a specific target did not pro-
duce the desired long-term change. On the contrary, involving only a certain 
group of students and a few teachers, the desired results were difficult 
to achieve. Thus, I began to educate myself. I read Belinda's book "Just a 
School: A Whole School Approach to Restorative Justice". It was a revelation 
for me. Finally, what I believed regarding school well-being, namely, the con-
struction of positive relationships first and then the intervention for conflict 
resolution, was masterfully explained with clarity. 

I began working on drafting projects to promote restorative schools with the 
association I was collaborating with. This experience was crucial in making 
me understand that it is necessary, first and foremost, to work on a cultural 
change regarding the school's view on the meaning of positive relationships. 
I learned that if we want to build a restorative school, the journey is long 

and not without obstacles, and it cannot be tied to projects external to the 
school that have a duration insufficient to promote a restorative school and 
generate the desired change. Despite such difficulties, during my experience, 
I understood that if we try to change our perspective towards others, it is 
possible to build positive relationships at school free from negative judg-
ments but oriented towards real help and support. A teacher, I collaborated 
with, told me that thanks to the activities promoted within the restorative 
school project, she began to look at one of her students, with whom she had 
a conflictual relationship, in a different way for the first time. The boy changed 
his behaviour, as he no longer felt like just the student with poor grades and 
inappropriate behaviour. The school must have an educational function 
above all and not just focus on teaching through the imparting of knowledge.

Ilaria De Vanna
Italy

It’s wonderful to share our stories and this is mine. I was a little bit naive in the 
approach to the concept of relational and restorative schools. When I was 
eighteen I attended my first training course in Victim Offender Mediation and 
started falling in love with the idea of another kind of justice; and with the 
possibilities of restoring people through that. In 1996, CRISI, the Mediation 
Centre, I belong to, started the Local Mediation Office (now the Restorative 
Justice Centre); and in 2000, we had our first experience in a local school. 

 A few months earlier, in October 1999, the media, at a local and national 
level, reported the bullying events that occurred at a middle school in Bari. 
The violence of some students was affecting their peers, the teachers and 
caused serious damage to school furnishings. The school and the Juvenile 
Court asked us to try to do something. We were not prepared but we started 
introducing a different (non-punitive) approach.



5554

It was a context in which the law of the strongest, the most violent, the most 
protected from the neighbourhood gangs was dominant: a context in which 
the rule for victims was silence, or the risk of retaliation. So, we started work-
ing in the school: listening and talking a lot with many teachers and students 
before proposing some restorative approaches. It was a very challenging 
experience, but since then I started wondering what the school needs to be a 
safe, inclusive, good and restorative place?

I have worked for many years as a mediator in the Restorative Justice Centre, 
but less effectively in schools where the focus is on performing in learning 
outcomes. The general perception was that any project about restorative 
justice was not needed, or it was like a waste of time, while students were 
busy with informatics, Olympic mathematics, oriental languages, and so on. 

In recent years, though, schools have been facing a big crisis about education 
and respect for the rules. From 2016/2017, I began working with schools con-
tinuously, mostly with high schools. When it has been possible, I also included 
people from school, especially students, in restorative programmes.

Through the years I have established two main beliefs:

1.	 In order to create a relational and restorative school it is important 
to work with the entire environment: teachers, parents, students and 
everyone else belonging to the school system.

2.	 A relational and restorative school needs to be prepared and sup-
ported by developing projects and workshops about relational and 
emotional skills because where Restorative values and culture are, it is 
possible to develop restorative practices for real. 

To develop a relational and restorative mindset, and a restorative culture, is 
a precondition for a school policy based on a restorative approach; and the 

path to get there is never the same but depends on the specific identity of 
every situation. 

Nina Wroldsen
Norway

I began my teaching career in a completely new secondary school. During 
my first year of teaching, two colleagues were sent on training in what I later 
understood to be restorative practices. My colleagues shared some games 
and activities with the teaching staff. Years later two things sprung to my 
mind; the games and activities were absolutely fine, but I felt a need for 
more in depth knowledge, a grounding of philosophy and theory in order to 
understand the context of where it came from, and why. I was in need of a 
clear expectation from my principal as to why I should use these games and 
activities in class.

So, in short my real journey in restorative justice started like this: I read a 
book called ‘Touching Spirit Bear’ by the American author, Ben Mikaelsen, 
a novel about a teen in trouble and his inner and outer journey leading to 
his turning point. This made me search for information and do training in 
restorative practices. At the time more than 600 schools were involved in 
restorative practice projects initiated and supported by the Norwegian 
Ministry of Justice and later the Ministry of Education. I went on training with 
‘Peer Mediation Oslo’, an initiative by The Department of Education in Oslo, 
and The Norwegian Mediation Service. I became involved in ‘Safe Learning, 
Norway’ an NGO that promotes and trains people for restorative practices 
in schools, and where the well-known criminologist Professor Nils Christie 
served as one of the trustees.

 I had fallen in love with the restorative practice way of thinking, it resonated 
so well with me, I felt I got answers to many questions or concerns that I 
had. For instance, I believed in dialogue with students and not reprimands or 
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marks for bad conduct and behaviour. Some of my students could say things 
like: ‘Oh teachers enjoy giving students marks for bad behaviour!’ My answer 
would be: ‘No, I see that as my fault as a teacher, it means that I have let 
you down. I have not clearly explained to you and made you understand the 
expectations and how to meet those expectations’... Students did not expect 
this and were puzzled by my answer.

 The mindset of restorative practices and my own values and beliefs were a 
great match. The strong and clear support from academic fields in addition 
to justice such as psychology, sociology, criminology, anthropology, and 
pedagogy, democracy and human rights was and still is a pillar in restorative 
practice. To me the fact that restorative practices is grounded in these 
academic fields and values, provides solid evidence that this is the way to 
make the world a better and safer place for everyone. Restorative practice 
is also about giving students a voice in school and honouring that voice. By 
giving students a voice, it provides students with skills that provide access 
and equity in education. 

I treasure the skills that I learnt in restorative practices. I have become much 
more aware of communication and how to listen actively to what the other 
person is saying. I take time to let the other person finish what they say 
before I reply. I am conscious of non-violent communication and what words 
I use and how, my tone of voice and my body language. The restorative prac-
tices questions are key skills in conflict resolution. And last, but not least the 
power of the circle when people or students are simply seated in a circle. A 
circle can be used to discuss things that concerns everyone, (never personal 
or private matters), it could be used for many fun games to bond a group, 
address a concern, to let out steam, or to just have fun. Many of the games 
have questions for reflection, and so the games serve a purpose for the 
group to reflect on. The beauty of the circle is that you work with the whole 
group, but also empowering the individual participant.

I have later in my career been the project manager and leader of a new 
international public IB School (IB, The International Baccalaureate), and 
I decided that restorative practices would be our way to do things in the 
school. To have the leadership team onboard is the key factor for success-
fully becoming a restorative school. The next step is training the staff, I mean 
all staff including secretaries, janitors, custodians and so on. Remember to 
get new staff members onboard and keep the ‘vibe’ going. The vibe is first 
and foremost a mindset and once you ‘crack the code’, you will stick to it. It 
may be a good idea to have a group of staff members serve as a resource 
group that can hold a certain responsibility for training newcomers, setting 
up whole school activities throughout the year together with the leadership 
team, and provide support when needed. Communicating the restorative 
practices mindset with parents is essential. Parents will then know how you 
work with the school and class environment and how you solve conflicts and 
matters concerning the students.

I think time is a crucial factor, it takes time to get a grip of the mindset and 
how to put it to work in a school. We are so tuned into punitive responses 
in our school systems, that it takes a mind-shift to grasp what a restorative 
response would be. You need to spend time and be patient with staff to 
get a new mindset onboard. This goes for students too; they are also tuned 
into a punitive approach from an early childhood. A lot of support is needed 
from the leadership team, and small steps are necessary, you need time for 
changes to happen.

ST U D E N TS W IT H S P E C I A L N E E DS 

Above all, please keep in mind that students with special needs are as 
diverse as any group of people. The group of special needs students consists 
of students with physical mobility needs, social and emotional needs, and dif-
ferent learning challenges. Schools in Norway are inclusive in the sense that 
all students attend their local schools only with a few exceptions. Teachers 
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are therefore expected to accommodate their teaching to every student in 
class and have a universal design approach to their teaching. 

How students respond to the use of restorative circles varies as special 
needs students are not alike. Responses may vary depending on students’ 
past experiences and how well they have been informed about restorative 
practices and what, how and why. Clear and thorough instructions are impor-
tant, as well as constant reminders so that all students feel safe and know 
what is going to happen and why. To my knowledge, special needs students 
handle restorative practices just as well as other students. Most students like 
routines, as it gives them predictability during the school day, which again 
gives a sense of belonging and feeling safe. 

I think it is important to let teachers explore the restorative practice route, 
even if they are 'all alone' in their school. Students in a restorative practice 
class will benefit from a restorative environment and that can work wonders 
for the individual child or teenager. I was lucky in the sense that the restora-
tive practices mindset lingers well with The Principles and values governing 
and overarching the national curriculum in Norway. The principles and values 
of primary and secondary education in Norway are founded on human values 
and human rights, the children’s rights, and democracy. It entails respect 
for identity and cultural diversity, critical thinking and ethical consciousness, 
creativity, engagement and exploration, respect for nature and the environ-
ment, democracy, and participation. To me these values resonate well with 
restorative practices. 

However, I am aware that this may differ from the context, country, and the 
school you work in, so it is important that as a teacher you check out with 
your head teacher or principal before you start. Hopefully, your head teacher 
will be interested and join your search for more information. The best of luck 
to you on your new endeavour!

Honorata Czajkowska
Poland

My "restorative story" will not refer to experiences from the perspective 
of an elementary or secondary school teacher. The same as Fabio, I am an 
academic teacher and that is mostly my field of restorative activities. I agree 
with Nina’s opinion, that it is important to learn, get to know and observe any 
other perspective that could allow us to create a relational and restorative 
school environment.

What led me to my work focusing on relational and restorative schools was 
my interest in restorative justice in general. In 2019 I became a member of 
Restorative Justice Strategies For Change, which concentrated around 
restorative justice in criminal matters. The principles and values of restorative 
justice inspired me to look for them in other spaces of social life, including the 
school space. 

As a probation officer working with juveniles, I maintained numerous contacts 
with schools in my city - I analysed the level of implementation of restorative 
practices, but there is a lack of knowledge in that field (within principals, 
teachers and students). I tried to combine my two professions - and decided 
to educate/familiarise young people at the University with restorative prac-
tices at school. I have been looking for opportunities to obtain a research 
grant related to the diagnosis of restorative justice in schools (I’m still trying). 
In addition, I made efforts to change the education programme for pedago-
gy students (future school educators) - I managed to introduce the subject 
"Methodology of peer mediation" (which I personally teach). My activity is 
also related to cooperation with NGOs that work with schools in the field of 
school and peer mediation.

During my journey I discovered the need to educate school staff (current and 
future) on the subject of restorative schools - teachers show enthusiasm, 
willingness - but they lack preparation, training and knowledge.
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In Wrocław, there is favourable support from the city authorities - including 
the Department of Education - in implementing restorative practices in 
schools. We also have a base of NGOs that can support the implementation 
of restorative practices in schools. The political climate in Poland for such 
changes is now improving (restrictions in schools have been implemented for 
almost a decade - including difficulties for schools in terms of cooperation 
with non-governmental organisations).

Ola Aleksandra Dopierała
Poland

My journey with restorative practice began during my university years when 
I first learned about reconciliation centres addressing the Hutu and Tutsi 
conflict. Witnessing how people could coexist after inflicting deep wounds 
upon each other left a lasting impression on me.

Over the past 12 years, as both a psychologist and now as a deputy principal, 
I have dedicated myself to integrating restorative practices into our school 
culture. Despite initial challenges, I have seen its transformative impact first 
hand. However, broader adoption remains a hurdle, particularly within the 
prevailing educational and societal frameworks in Poland.

The traditional hierarchical and punitive structures deeply rooted in Polish 
education have made the introduction of restorative principles an uphill 
battle. Yet, amidst these challenges, our school has pioneered innovative 
approaches to behaviour assessment, emphasising relationship-building 
and the development of social and emotional competencies. The success 
of our method, culminating in a bestselling book, signals a growing appetite 
for change.

In parallel, my collaborations with the Mediation Centre and engagements at 
conferences have sparked interest in restorative practices, albeit tinged with 

scepticism about its applicability in Polish schools. Nevertheless, I persist in 
my efforts to educate and inspire, conducting workshops and courses for 
psychologists and educators eager to embrace this paradigm shift.

The recent increase in teachers' wages, while a welcome development, 
underscores the pervasive lack of public trust in the education system. 
Discussions often revolve around bureaucratic compliance rather than the 
fundamental role of schools in nurturing holistic development.

Despite these systemic challenges, my journey illustrates the power of 
grassroots advocacy and community-building. By gradually garnering 
support within our school and demonstrating tangible outcomes, we've 
catalysed a broader movement towards restorative education. Our students 
now thrive in an environment where conflicts are resolved through dialogue, 
social-emotional learning is prioritised, and mutual respect is the norm.

The establishment of a peer mediation club and the growing interest from 
other schools affirm the ripple effect of our efforts. As we continue to expand 
our reach and influence, I remain hopeful that the principles of restorative 
practice in school will become an integral part of the educational landscape, 
fostering empathy, resilience, and understanding among future generations.

Vicenç Rul·lan
Spain

As an educator and psychologist, my career has spanned across various 
educational levels - from early childhood to secondary education, vocational 
training, and school counselling. My journey into mediation and restorative 
practices began in 2007 with an assignment from the Balearic Islands Local 
Authority. Tasked with implementing school mediation programmes, I ven-
tured into a field that resonated with my intrinsic nature as a peace-maker 
and mediator.
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The initial phase of the project was transformative. We created a trainer’s 
community and started training teams with students, teachers, and parents. 
Meanwhile, I was very intrigued with the concept of circles: how did people 
communicate in circles, without interrupting each other? I had my question 
answered in 2010 after attending Dominic Barter’s course on restorative 
circles, which profoundly altered my perspective. I began to view mediation 
not just as a process, but as a tool to humanise and foster genuine dialogue. I 
went to learn about circles and I ended up finding restorative practices.

Eager to share this newfound approach, I introduced restorative practices to 
our team of mediation trainers. The response was overwhelmingly positive, 
recognising that this approach transcended traditional mediation. By 2010, 
collaboration with Chris Straker initiated a European programme, bringing 
insights from the city of Hull's restorative practices to our community. 
Between 2011 and 2013, this partnership solidified our group's commitment 
to spreading these ideas, leading to the formation of a dedicated association 
in the Balearic Islands in 2013. This group remains active, growing both in 
membership and outreach.

Our efforts extended the reach of restorative practices across Spain. This 
journey was not just external but internal as well. My personal transformation 
was profound - from the way I approached conflicts to my faith in the power 
of circle conversations. The art of facilitating circles, creating insightful ques-
tions, and fostering community agreements became one of my strengths.

A key realisation was the importance of proactive measures. Too often, the 
focus is on responding to conflicts rather than preventing them. Through 
circles and other activities, we can cultivate a community atmosphere that 
acts as a powerful preventive tool against conflicts.

As one of the founders of the Balearic association of restorative justice and 
practice, I take pride in our contributions to spreading these practices within 
our community and beyond. Collaborations with esteemed colleagues, such 

as Dominic Barter, Duke Duchscherer, Jean Schmitz, Ted Wachtel, Belinda 
Hopkins, and Terence Bevington, among others, have been crucial. My guid-
ing principle has always been to create sustainable, lasting projects rather 
than isolated activities. This philosophy led to the establishment of a thriving 
community of trainers, with whom I maintain close ties, continually working on 
new projects.

One significant challenge remains - altering deep-rooted punitive mindsets, 
particularly in Spain, where the notion of punishment is ingrained in the soci-
etal psyche. Changing this perception is an ongoing struggle, but one that we 
are committed to addressing through our continued advocacy and practice 
of restorative justice and dialogue.

Belinda Hopkins
United Kingdom

When I first began, the concept of Restorative Practice in Schools did 
not exist in the UK or Europe, and was only just beginning in Australia and 
the US. I knew nothing about the work of early Australian pioneers (Marg 
Thorsborne) or North American pioneers like Nancy Riestenberg, Kay Pranis 
and Brenda Morrison.

My first experience of teaching (in the 1970’s) was in the field of English as 
a foreign language (TEFL as it was called in those days), in which there had 
been radical developments in the areas of adult learning and the rights of 
students to take responsibility for their own learning. Having subsequently 
trained as a modern language teacher, I found the authoritarian, relatively 
uninspiring regime of school difficult to accept. I was inspired by educational 
pioneers like Luke Reimer (1971), Postman and Weingartner (1971), John 
Holt (1966) and Paolo Freire (1982), and books on non-violence and conflict 
resolution (Isaacson and Lamont 1982; Judson 1982). 
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My teaching style was informed by a desire to create a democratic class-
room, and I often used a format which is now called classroom conferencing 
(Thorsborne and Vinegrad 2004) – resolving differences and problems by 
sitting in a circle, actively listening to each other and finding ways forward 
together. I based much of my modern languages teaching around the social 
goal of creating community and trust in the group, and aimed to develop 
self-esteem, communication skills and cooperation. 

I received training to develop circle time as a way of teaching young people 
conflict management skills. The fundamental building blocks were, once 
again, self-esteem, communication and cooperation. I decided to leave 
teaching and become a freelance trainer in the field of conflict management, 
nonviolence and mediation. I developed my work in conflict management 
and peer mediation in schools. Meanwhile I had also begun to run courses 
for trainee teachers on a postgraduate course at Reading University on 
managing conflicts in the classroom. These courses drew on all the influences 
previously mentioned and formed the basis of my later restorative course 
development and publications. 

It is important to recognise that restorative work had been taking place in 
the UK for many years under the guise of victim–offender mediation, and 
indeed community mediation. Services offering both were scattered around 
the country, relying on statutory funding and intermittent government 
support. Peer mediation was, similarly, being developed in piecemeal way 
around the country, but it was not having a major impact on the way in which 
schools managed behaviour. 

In 1997 Terry O’Connell, a police officer from New South Wales Police Force 
was invited over to the UK by the then Chief Constable of the Thames Valley 
Police Force, Sir Charles Pollard to talk about his innovative work in Australia.

Listening to O’Connell talk about the potential of restorative conferencing 
for addressing youth offending, many people present at the meeting saw 

the links between school settings and youth justice settings. It seemed likely 
that restorative approaches could also address issues such as disruption, 
aggressive behaviour, bullying, petty crime and disaffection. It was possible 
that they may hold the key to reducing the need for exclusions or at least 
make reintegration meetings post exclusion more productive. 

O’Connell’s first visit in the mid-90s led to training being arranged for key 
police personnel and then later for multi-agency staff, and gradually policy 
began to develop, driven by Pollard. In the Thames Valley a restorative 
justice consultancy was established to roll out training, principally to police 
officers initially. 

Hearing O’Connell speak I saw the relationship between work I had been 
doing in schools for many years and the potential of restorative justice 
philosophy to provide an overarching framework for this work. I was invited 
to be involved with the Thames Valley Police to develop work in schools, 
and I began to write about the connections between restorative philosophy, 
conflict management, mediation and circle time, urging people to consider 
restorative justice more as a whole-school approach than a discrete inter-
vention (Hopkins 1999a; 1999c; 2002b; 2003a). I did not realise at the time 
that, simultaneously in other countries, others were coming to similar conclu-
sions (Cameron and Thorsborne 2001; Claasen 2000a; 2000b; 2001; Morrison 
2001b; Riestenberg 2000). 

 Later I was involved in developing National Practice Standards for re-
storative justice practice in general in the UK. I was then invited to work as 
the consultant with the Restorative Justice Council to adapt their national 
Practice Standards for use in the school context (RJC 2004a). I began to use 
the phrase ‘whole-school restorative approach’ (Hopkins 1999a; 1999b) and 
this was the focus of my book Just Schools (2004) - the first book ever to be 
written about a whole-school restorative approach



6766

When I first started in the UK back in the late 1990’s the emphasis was on 
introducing the formal restorative justice conference as a process into 
schools to reduce exclusions. This created a lack of consistency between 
how a school might deal with a serious behavioural incident and the mindset 
informing the punitive behaviour management policy in place for classroom 
disruption and other ‘misbehaviours’. This initially influenced my emphasis on 
encouraging staff to use a range of restorative interventions and develop 
training for day-to-day practice.

In most cases an individual teacher would be unable to use any of these 
restorative interventions without the written agreement of senior manage-
ment because they would be acting in contravention to the school behaviour 
policy. This is a serious issue – if a parent ever complained about something a 
teacher did and it could be shown that they were in breach of the school be-
haviour management policy they would be in big trouble and could lose their 
job. Thus my strong view that leaders need to change school policy to enable 
teachers to use restorative practice at the level of behaviour management, 
including classroom management.

 As the years went on I came to realise that what individual teachers did in-
side their classrooms was going to be the key to transforming school culture. 
In my book The Restorative Classroom (2014) I wrote that a school is only as 
restorative as every classroom in the school. (I would now write ‘relational 
and restorative’ – as in the past I used to describe pro-active approaches 
as ‘restorative’ as well, which I now think is confusing since nothing is being 
repaired!) So I really do believe that every individual classroom teacher has a 
huge responsibility in transforming the culture of their class.

However, even in the classroom a teacher, at least in the UK, needs to adhere 
to certain policies (the school behaviour management policy, its teaching 
and learning policy etc) . If they ‘waste’ time with pro-active circles or take 
time away from the delivery of the curriculum they could find themselves 
in trouble. I have known teachers leave the profession because they are no 

longer allowed to spend time getting to know children and showing they care 
about them as people.

There is also the challenge if one lone teacher starts to change their prac-
tice along relational and restorative lines and yet their colleagues are still 
punitive and authoritarian. The students may be encouraged to take more 
responsibility for their own learning and for their class norms with Mr or Mrs 
‘Restorative’, and know they will get a listening ear if they make mistakes, but 
then have to conform to other teachers’ expectations and sanctions in other 
classes. They may start to complain to these teachers, or to their parents at 
home and this may cause conflicts between the lone restorative teacher and 
her/his colleagues.

I am wary of recommending that individual teachers can begin to be rela-
tional/restorative on their own. Over the years I have had individual teachers 
attend my courses and get discouraged because it is just too difficult to 
make changes if they do not have the total support and endorsement of 
their leadership team – and can trust that these people too are ‘walking the 
talk’. I know from personal experience as well that ‘going it alone’ can lead to 
‘burn out’.

Chris Straker
United Kingdom

My restorative journey started in December 2006 when I visited a local 
primary school that had been using restorative practice across the whole 
school and in staff meetings. I was, at that time, the headteacher of a 
secondary school (mixed 11-16 years) in Hull which I had just taken out of 
special measures. I was, though, still unsatisfied with the, often, negative 
engagement between students and teachers in our day-to-day community 
experience. My belief was that when we were at our best as teachers and 



6968

students it was the result of deep and rich relationships; but I was struggling 
to make this a default state, a shared community culture.

I was looking for something that placed relationships at the heart of all we did 
but was also not just something we were going to do TO the students. It had 
to include all the adults in the building: something that was deliberate, not 
accidental. Something that was about cultural change, whilst celebrating the 
wide range of cultures of the students and staff within our community. It had 
to be replicable across all years; it had to done as a strategy that embedded 
itself in every aspect of school life regardless of the role you had; and it had 
to be able to penetrate the home life of our students. Our existing protocols 
and policies did not, satisfactorily, change patterns of challenging, repeated, 
behaviours and low attendance. It was going to be a whole school change 
and there were not, to my knowledge at that time, any models at a second-
ary school level that we could look to in England.

When I made the decision to become a restorative school, it was with a 
sense of isolation. A sense that apart from the school around my school who 
had pioneered restorative practices at a primary level – we were striking out 
alone. I am now aware that this was not the case. The educational environ-
ment was not as hostile to the ideas behind restorative practice as it is now, 
in terms of the Department for Education and the control of powerful Trusts 
and Academies. Within these domains there is a clear belief in zero tolerance 
and behaviourist models, within which it is harder for restorative practice to 
develop and thrive. So there was risk in terms of going down the restorative 
path we went. This meant that our messaging had to be clear and explicit 
to avoid confusion in staff, parents and students, and the authorities. Data 
became our friend in terms of showing impact.

I had a whole litany of reasons for not doing restorative practice: my own as 
well as those of the advisers that circle schools with paternalistic, behav-
iourist, status quo agendas. These kids won’t sit in circles, I could hear myself 

saying. What I meant was I was not sure I was ready to do so, or that my staff 
were ready to do so. Yet, still my dissatisfaction grew.

I called a meeting in the spring of 2007 and asked the whole staff body 
(teachers, support staff, catering staff, caretaking staff, as well as the 
local police and other social care agencies involved in the school three 
provocative questions:

1.	 Put your hand up if you like working here?
2.	 Put your hand up if you think the students like us?
3.	 Put your hands up if you think we like the students?

None of these questions were to point blame, they were to try to trigger 
a new way of thinking about a preferred future: a new paradigm for what a 
school could be. I believed we could only get to this new place by breaking 
out of a straitjacket which, though we all felt was unsatisfactory, and was also 
a safety blanket that we had gripped close for a long time. 

The School was a ‘tough’ school. I know such a statement is subjective but, 
believe me, the staff employed there really cared for our students whilst 
at the same time being frustrated by the disciplinary issues we faced daily, 
many of which travelled in from our local community through the school 
gates, like dark clouds, every morning.

So, we set about our journey to embrace restorative practice and to make 
relationships our super power. We were lucky that at the exact same 
time we had a Director of Children’s Services who also saw the potential 
for restorative practice, not just in schools but also across all Children’s 
Services. He provided some funding and, along with Estelle MacDonald, head 
teacher of that first school I went to and got the bug for restorative practice 
(Collingwood). Paul Carlile and Mark Finnis established the Hull Centre for 
Restorative Practice in 2007. We got our initial school training from IIRP. The 
intention was to roll out training across schools and social care settings. 
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We had staff from Collingwood who could lead on some of the training, at 
the start, but we also needed to quickly get staff able to train in secondary 
schools and social care settings.

I decided we had to be very strategic in the way we would develop restora-
tive practice in the school, it could not be left to chance. The first step was a 
one-day whole school training. I felt, as a staff, we needed to have a shared 
understanding of the language and behaviours of restorative practice. That 
meant that even if a member of staff was not involved in any initial develop-
ments, they would understand what we were trying to do and why.

After the training I called a voluntary staff meeting the following week and 
was not sure how many would turn up. Well, the whole staff turned up and 
we had to relocate from the staffroom to the hall. This was our first circle. 
From this circle we took a list of our existing strengths and also the areas 
we were unhappy with. This formed the basis of our planning. We also tried 
to draw a picture of the future we wanted to achieve if this restorative 
practice stuff worked. That gave us a place to plan towards and measure our 
journey against.

I then selected six staff who would become our guiding team. This group 
comprised: a member of the senior leadership team, a couple of heads of 
department, a new teacher, a support teacher and one of the dinner ladies. 
The only criteria for this group was that I knew them to be relational at their 
cores, but they were also doers and had the confidence of staff. Hierarchical 
status was irrelevant. 

I deliberately did not get involved in the direct work of this group, though 
they reported to me regularly. This showed the staff that this was theirs and 
my role was one of validating and modelling. I was certain that it could not 
be a top-down process. My role was to offer permissions to act, but also 
to challenge and make sure our means to achieve our ends was guided by 

values and the principles from restorative practices. Means and ends had to 
be enmeshed.

This group then sought out as much training and observations of restorative 
practices wherever they could find it. There seemed to be no whole school, 
United Kingdom, training programmes to buy into, well there were but they 
tended to be grounded in restorative justice and had a feel and language 
that was drawn from the criminal justice system: which to us felt reactive, 
NOT proactive like the restorative practice we were trying to build. At this 
point we also looked to develop skills in circles by using them in my senior 
leadership meetings, in staff meetings, and in safe, low-level, circle processes 
involving staff. The aim was to develop the skills we would need before 
unleashing ourselves on unsuspecting students.

The guiding team in parallel to this were also trying to develop circles with 
students they worked with as class teachers, tutors or mentors. This meant 
that when we started the roll out of whole class circles in tutor times we had 
staff who could support those struggling, or could offer modelled circles 
to learn from. (A more detailed breakdown of the roll out of circles can be 
found elsewhere).

We used the summer term to develop these skills and at the start of the new 
school year in September 2007, we started Monday morning circles across 
the whole school. These were compulsory but we recognised that there 
would be a need to support staff in these early days. We had a clear plan for 
the different levels of support that we anticipated different groups of staff, or 
individuals, would be needed. After six or seven weeks of the Monday circles 
we added a Friday circle. But, the reality was that without direction from 
anyone, some teachers and departments were using circles for teaching and 
learning as well. What we thought might be a pastoral tool was developing as 
a way to think about student learning; and especially student dialogic skills. 
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We immediately built upon this ‘accident’ by making it part of the direction 
of the whole school. We were growing our own models and capacity. We 
tried, at every eventuality, to capture the stories as we developed. To not let 
anything go unnoticed. To be deliberate in getting the dialogue of restorative 
practice to permeate staff and student life. The ‘live’ restorative practice 
boards in the staff room and in student corridors allowed anyone to add their 
story or raise questions. The guiding team used these to follow up with staff, 
focus training and support but, more than anything - CELEBRATE.

We also developed our skills in using the restorative questions to run 
meetings related to behaviour issues: student/student; student/teacher; and 
slowly, with discussion with the trade unions: staff/staff issues. Restorative 
meetings were used to support decisions that would be made about nega-
tive behaviour incidents; and in meetings where we would bring parents into 
school to discuss an individual student’s issues or issues between students. 
We quickly learnt about the importance of preparation, BUT even more 
importantly, that the same questions and processes could be used to work 
with SUCCESS. 

The idea that restorative practice was a way to resolve and repair was im-
portant to us, but increasingly important to us was the idea that the language 
of the questions (which we saw as an enquiry process) allowed us to also 
celebrate and learn from student and staff successes.

Getting people to understand what we were doing and that we still had high 
expectations for behaviour – that restorative practice was high support but 
also high challenge was very important. Staff also needed to feel confident 
that they would be supported and not left adrift of another ‘new’ idea. The 
same went for making sure parents and carers knew what we were doing and 
how they could use it in the home. 

Another barrier was moving from a restorative justice context (circles used 
solely for responding to negative behaviour) to it being a proactive process 

with relationships and dialogic skills for all parties given emphasis. Again, 
data helped us get this message over by being able to show impact.

From being a school with high levels of fixed term and permanent exclusions 
we had clear impacts on these two aspects. We saw fifty percent reduction 
in fixed term exclusions in the first year, and this continued. We also saw an 
increase in attendance as long-term absentees returned because the school 
felt a safer place for them to be. Staff sickness absence also improved and 
we saved a lot of money in no longer using agency staff to fill vacancies.

Students and staff started growing in confidence in themselves and in their 
peers. Relationships and trust flourished. Eventually students were trained as 
peer mentors, and students ran specific circles around issues and develop-
ments that grew from the life of the school but that is another chapter…and 
funnily enough those kids could sit in circles…and so could the staff. As one 
15 year old girl said, in one of the many films we made as we progressed: “its 
funny, innit, how summat as simple as sittin’ in a circle could sort summat as 
complicated as that out!”

Laura Mooiman
USA

In the early days of being a school social worker in the US, I had a deep desire 
for children to be in loving, predictable and caring classrooms, and schools. I 
couldn’t stomach having even one child yelled at, pushed aside, or misunder-
stood. When I became a school district director in a large California school 
district of 30 schools and 17,000 students, my job was to implement student 
wellbeing programmes that focused on improving student behaviour and 
school climate. At the time, discipline systems that we depended upon were 
being dismantled - and rightly so. They were wrong. They hurt kids. They 
hurt our communities. And they didn’t work. Exclusionary practices like sus-
pension, detention and expulsion were being systematically limited to only 
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extreme cases and we needed to learn to use alternative strategies to man-
age behaviour and school culture issues. We implemented evidence based 
PBIS (Positive Behavior Interventions & Supports)1 and quickly experienced 
a reduction in challenging behaviour simply by creating consistent, proactive 
and positive schools with PBIS. However, school principals were still choosing 
to send students away from school with suspensions and detentions for 
misbehaviour. 

To answer this need for school leaders to have more tools in responding to 
harmful behaviour at school, we implemented Restorative Practices. We 
began implementation by re-working our very punitive and exclusionary dis-
cipline system. After about two years of RESPONSIVE work, we had enough 
buy-in from principals and teachers to bring the PROACTIVE and relational 
part of Restorative Practices to our schools by training teachers in the use 
of classroom circles. While this approach is not recommended by most 
Restorative Practices trainers and is considered "backwards" by starting with 
the RESPONSIVE part of Restorative Practices, it worked well for us.

Over a period of 10 years, because of training all 30 of our schools, our out-
of-school suspensions dropped by 75%, our expulsions dropped by 90%, 
and we earned the highest school climate scores in the state of California. 
On the annual school climate survey students reported: "I feel connected," 
"I feel safe at my school," "My teacher likes me." At the same time, juvenile 
arrests in our city dropped so dramatically that we closed half of the juvenile 
hall (where we incarcerated children) and recently there is talk of closing the 
facility all together because there are not enough youth to fill it!

As a large school district, we developed clear and consistent onboarding 
training for all school leaders and teachers in both PBIS and restorative 
practices. Without exception this training was provided to EVERY NEW 

1	 https://youtu.be/x_KDFb_SSc0?si=dpqXH-HmRUBLTsUy

HIRE, EVERY YEAR. Our training wasn't just a 'lovely experience' but had 
actionable, clear expectations with it like establishing a representative team 
at each school composed of school administrator, teachers, classroom aids 
and parents to implement positive culture and climate practices, consistently 
running circles in classrooms, and reducing shaming and punitive discipline 
practices. Schools were held accountable with annual school climate surveys 
and data collection on discipline practices. 

Our restorative transformation came in pieces, in cycles, and as we learned 
more, it went deeper and deeper until the fabric of the whole school district 
and city changed. True culture shift in a school can take 3 to 5 years of 
diligent effort – not just training but having difficult conversations challenging 
beliefs about what discipline and community mean, as well as holding every-
one accountable to live out the values we all agree to in a school.

Bringing restorative practices to a school works best when it is both top 
down AND bottom up. It's not one or the other. In other words, it needs to 
be both a grassroots swell of support (from teachers, parents) and a school 
leader who is passionate and determined to create a school that is a healing 
safe place for students and staff alike: one full of impact, relationships, and 
even fun. Leaders need to have some tough conversations, reaching out and 
connecting more while still standing their ground, and leading teachers and 
even parents toward becoming a restorative school. We have an opportunity 
to help grow young people into citizens who know how to manage conflict, 
to take responsibility, and to make things right when harm occurs. We can 
create schools that promote equity and student voice. We can help create 
strong children who grow into adults who speak peace and create kindness 
wherever they go.

https://youtu.be/x_KDFb_SSc0?si=dpqXH-HmRUBLTsUy
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Afterword

“The mind is not a vessel to be filled, but a fire to be 
kindled.” (Plutarch, philosopher)

The contributors to these pages are enthusiasts and passionate about 
relational and restorative schools. Our hope is that the texts will give you, 
who read this, ideas about what a relational and restorative school may look 
like. We hope that by sharing our stories we inspire you to find your way in 
this field. No journey is alike, and contexts differ. There is not just one way 
to build a restorative school and several different routes that can be taken. 
We hope the information shared here will inspire you with new ideas and 
strategies to guide your journey toward building relational and restorative 
school environments.

As contributors, we present knowledge and evidence demonstrating the 
positive impact relational and restorative schools have on individual stu-
dents, teachers, staff, the broader learning community, and ultimately, the 
local community. Our passion for this work stems from a shared belief that, 
through these efforts, we can contribute to creating a safer, better world for 
all. 

Nina Wroldsen 
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7978

3	 Recommended Reading

W H O LE -SC H O O L A P P R OAC H

Hopkins, B. (2004) Just Schools, a whole school approach to restorative 
justice. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers

Evans. K. & Vaandering. D. (2016) The Little Book of Restorative Justice 
in Education: Fostering Responsibility, Healing, and Hope in Schools. 
Intercourse, PA: Good Books

C L A SS R O O M S & P E DAGO GY

Boyes-Watson, C. & Pranis, K. (2015) Circle Forward - Building a Restorative 
School Community. Minnesota: Living Justice Press

Follestad, B. & Wroldsen, N. (2019). Using Restorative Circles in Schools: How 
to build Strong Learning Communities and Foster Student Wellbeing. London 
and Philadelphia: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.

Gordon, Thomas, (1988). T.E.T. Teacher Effectiveness Training. London: 
Random House Audio Books.

Hopkins, B. (2011) The Restorative Classroom; Using Restorative Approaches 
to Foster Effective Learning. London: Teach to Inspire, a division of Optimus 
Publishing Ltd

Hopkins, B. (2003) Just Schools: A Whole School Approach to Restorative 
Justice, Jessica Kingsley.



8180

SC H O O L LE A D E RS H I P

Cremin, H. & Bevington, T (2017) Positive Peace in Schools; Abingdon: 
Routledge

SO C I A L J UST I C E A N D E Q U IT Y

Davis, F. (2019). The Little Book of Race and Restorative Justice: Black Lives, 
Healing, and US Social Transformation. Good Books.

Valandra E.C. Waŋbli Wapȟáha Hokšila (ed) (2020) Colorizing Restorative 
Justice- Voicing our Realities. St Paul, MN; Living Justice Press

Zehr, H. (2015). The little book of restorative justice: Revised and updated. 
Simon and Schuster.

ST U D E N T B E H AV I O U R

Thorsborne, M. and Vinegrad, D. (2004) Restorative Practices in Classrooms, 
Rethinking Behaviour Management. Milton Keynes: Incentive Publishing.

Greene, R. W. (2021). Explosive child : a new approach for understanding and 
parenting easily frustrated, chronically... inflexible children. Harpercollins.

S P E C I A L N E E DS

Burnett. N. & Thorsborne. M. (2015) Restorative Practice and Special Needs: A 
Practical Guide to Working Restoratively with Young People. London: Jessica 
Kingsley Publishers

T R AU M A I N FO R M E D

Brummer, J., & Thorsborne, M. (2024). Becoming a Trauma Informed 
Restorative Educator. Jessica Kingsley Publishers

Brummer J. (2020) Building a Trauma-informed Restorative School. London: 
Jessica Kingsley Publishers.

R E S E A R C H & E VA LUAT I O N

Mas-Expósito, L., Krieger, V., Amador-Campos, J.A., Casañas, Ralberti, M., 
Lalucat-Jo, L. (2022). Implementation of whole school restorative approach-
es to promote positive youth development: Review of relevant literature and 
practice guidelines. Education Sciences, 12, 187.

McCold, P. (2008). Evaluation of a restorative milieu: Restorative practices in 
context. Sociology of Crime, Law and Deviance, 11, 99-137.

Gellin, M. (2019). Restoratiivinen lähestymistapa ja sovittelu peruskoulukon-
tekstissa Kohti Eheyttävän kohtaamisen toimintakulttuuria. PhD dissertation. 
Acta electronica Universitatis Lapponiensis 266. Rovaniemi: University of 
Lapland. ISBN 978-952-337-173-6 ISSN 1796-6310

Gonzalez, T. (2012). Keeping kids in schools: Restorative justice, punitive 
discipline, and the school to prison pipeline. Journal of Law & Education, 41(2), 
281-335.

Lodi, E., Perrella, L., Lepri, G. L., Scarpa, M. L., Patriza, P. (2021) Use of restora-
tive justice and restorative practices at school: a systematic literature review. 
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 19(1), 96.



8382

McCluskey, G., Gwynedd, L., Kane, J., Riddell, S., Stead, J., &amp; Weedon, E. 
(2008). Can restorative practices in schools make a difference? Educational 
Review, 60(4), 405-417.

Mirsky, L (2009) Hull, UK, Towards a Restorative City, E Forum, https://www.
iirp.edu/pdf/Hull

Riestenberg, N. (2003). Restorative schools grants final report, January 2002–
June 2003: A summary of the grantees’ evaluation. Roseville, MN: Minnesota 
Department of Education.

Restorative Thinking (2017), Liverpool Restorative Practice In Schools, Pilot 
2015-17, Project report, https://www.restorativethinking.co.uk/schools/
about-us/

Skinns, L. Du Rose, N. & Hough, M. (2009). Final report: An evaluation of 
Bristol’s ‘Restorative Approaches in Schools’ programme. London: ICPR.

I M P LE M E N TAT I O N A N D S USTA I N A B I LIT Y

Thorsborne, M. & Blood, P. (2013). Implementing Restorative Practices in 
Schools. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers

E X T E N D E D R E A D I N G

Christie. N. (1977). Conflict as Property. Oslo: University of Oslo

LIT E R AT U R E I N N O RW E G I A N

Follestad, B. & Wroldsen, N. (2017). Sirkel – en metode for relasjonsarbeid og 
godt læringsmiljø. Bergen: Fagbokforlaget.

Dahle, G. (2006). Fra konflikt til samarbeid: grunnbok i konfliktarbeid med 
ungdom. Oslo: Cappelen Forlag.

Farstad. C, & Odden, K. (2015). Konfliktarbeid i skolen: Med gjenopprettende 
tilnærming. Oslo: Gyldendal Akademisk.

Hasund, I.K. (2010). Mot i brystet! Forebyggende nettverk for risikoutsatte 
barn i barnehagen. Kristiansand: Portal forlag.

F I C T I O N FO R YO U N G R E A D E RS

Pointer, L. (2022). Wally and Freya. New York: Skyhorse.

Mikaelsen, Ben (2001). Touching Spirit Bear. New York: Harper Collins.

W E BS IT E S

	– https://www.euforumrj.org/en/restorative-schools-working-group
	– https://transformingconflict.org/
	– https://relationalschools.org/
	– https://www.connectrp.ie/
	– https://www.restorativethinking.co.uk/schools/about-us/
	– https://trygglaring.nohttps://sovittelu.com/vertaissovittelu/in-english/

https://www.restorativethinking.co.uk/schools/about-us/
https://www.restorativethinking.co.uk/schools/about-us/
https://www.euforumrj.org/en/restorative-schools-working-group
https://transformingconflict.org/
https://relationalschools.org/
https://www.connectrp.ie/
https://www.restorativethinking.co.uk/schools/about-us/
https://trygglaring.nohttps://sovittelu.com/vertaissovittelu/in-english/



