
 

 

 

 

 

 

The pressure on educational facilities to provide safe 

and supportive environments, address conflict and 

bullying, improve school climate, demonstrate high 

achievement among student groups and build positive 

school culture is ever increasing.  It is for this reason 

educators and educational leaders are looking to 

implement alternative approaches that address those 

issues successfully.  Social theorists such as Lev 

Vygotsky have shaped our understanding of how 

humans learn best.  He proposed the idea that learning, 

and development take place in a social context; that is 

via the interactions children have with peers, teachers 

and other adults. From birth and throughout our lives, 

our interactions with others shape our understanding of 

the world (Vygotsky, 1978).  With this in mind, it is 

essential that educators recognise the impact positive 

relationships and collaborative learning environments 

have on student outcomes and prioritise the social and 

emotional health of students.  This understanding, 

combined with a move away from zero tolerance 

discipline policies, has contributed to the uptake of 

restorative practices in educational settings.  

  

Educational settings worldwide have key documents 

that drive curriculum and pedagogy.  These documents 

set consistent standards to improve learning outcomes 

for all young people as they progress through the 

various stages of their schooling.  

Implementing Restorative Practice in educational 

settings can go a long way to meeting many of the 

standards within such documents especially those 

aligned with social and emotional development of 

young people.  

  

Restorative Practice in education is an evolving area, 

implementation began over 30 years ago and since then 

schools have adopted and adapted various components 

in a multitude of ways.  

  

Restorative Practice is what practitioners do when they 

use the principles, values and practices of the 

philosophy of Restorative Justice (RJ).  Restorative 

Justice principles and processes have existed in some 

cultures for hundreds of years.  The Restorative Justice 

Framework is a values-based, collaborative approach 

to dealing with harmful behaviour.  People and 

relationships are viewed as the most important aspect 

of schools and communities.  A basic need of all 

people is to feel connected to others (belonging) and 

respected within their communities (significance).  

These factors have significant impact on relationships 

and in turn achievement.    

  

Connectedness increases engagement, is conducive to 

learning, promotes physical and emotional health and 

increases the capacity for people to be resilient.   

Feelings of significance influences behaviour and the 

willingness to respond productively to conflict and 

harm.  Wrongdoing damages connections between 

people; it is a violation of people and relationships 

rather than rules. How educators address conflict and 

behaviour management can promote or prevent 

feelings of belonging and significance and the 

development of positive relationships.  

 

The approaches and processes used in a restorative 

approach bring all stakeholders together to explore 

and heal the harm and set things right to the extent 

that they can be.  The behaviour is confronted in 

terms of how it has affected the individuals within 

the community involved, such that social and 

emotional healing can take place.  The broad aim is 

to build understanding and collective resolve 

(Morrison, 2007).  From a restorative perspective, 

both the person harmed and the person responsible 

for the harm, are of equal value.  Both have needs, 

and both should be offered an opportunity to play 

their part in the restoration and repair of relationship 

and community.  
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Traditionally discipline policies in education have 

been punitive, with a focus on punishment or 

consequences with little to no involvement of the 

victims of the incident.  Punitive measures focus on 

the individual, ignoring the context in which the 

behaviour occurred and the complexities of school 

and family dynamics which are often contributing 

factors.  Further, punitive approaches do not address 

the impact of the behaviour on relationships and 

community, the emotional harm done to others or 

the need for behaviour change.    

  

Research demonstrates that punishment only models 

of discipline (Zero-Tolerance models) have no 

effect on behaviour change, in fact ‘punishment 

increases feelings of shame and humiliation and 

decreases feelings of guilt; and those are exactly the 

psychological conditions that give rise to violent 

behaviour’ (James Gilligan, 2001).  Evidence shows 

us that using a restorative model has a preventative 

and significant influence on reoffending behaviour.   

 

Furthermore, when we approach conflict 

restoratively, we are modelling appropriate 

behaviour and social interaction (teaching 

acceptable behaviour) and providing an opportunity 

for the development of empathic responses to 

others.  Empathy development is enhanced when 

people can come together to talk about the impact of 

events in a safe and supportive environment.  

Empathic connections reduce the likelihood of 

reoffending behaviour – if I care about others, I am 

less likely to harm them. 

  

Traditional Justice  Restorative Justice  
School and rules violated  People and relationships 

violated  

Justice focuses on 

establishing guilt  
Justice identifies needs 

and obligations  

Accountability = 

punishment  
Accountability = 

understanding impact, 

repairing harm  

Justice directed at 

offender, victim ignored  
Offender, victim and 

school all have direct 

roles in justice process  

Rules and intent 

outweigh whether 

outcome is positive or 

negative  

Offender is responsible 

for harmful behaviour, 

repairing harm and 

working toward positive 

outcome  

No opportunity for 

remorse or amends  
Opportunity given for 

amends and expression 

of remorse  

  

If a child can’t read, we teach him to read.  

If a child can’t do math problems, we teach him how to do 

math problems.  

If a child doesn’t know how to behave, we punish him.  

Hendry, 2009  

Often punitive discipline models are ‘balanced’ out 

with reward systems.  Rewards, like punishments 

aim for compliance by manipulating behaviour.  

One questions whether achievement and 

consideration for others is valued or are children 

‘working’ to earn a reward?    

Using a restorative approach does not exclude or 

minimise consequences, in fact quite the opposite is 

true. Facing those you are in conflict with or whom 

you have harmed in order to make a genuine 

apology is rarely an easy option.  The restorative 

process empowers those that have experienced harm 

to speak about actions that would repair the harm for 

them (this may be different for every person).  

Consequences are neither predetermined nor 

imposed but are agreed upon and managed by those 

directly involved.     

The Social Discipline Window (Wachtel, 2001) 

below describes four basic approaches to 

maintaining social norms and behavioral 

boundaries. The punitive/authoritarian domain is 

about telling people what to do, whilst the 

permissive/laissez-faire domain is about putting up 

with what we have (being victims to our 

circumstance).  Working in a restorative/relational 

domain implies that we value relationships and 

respond restoratively when relationships are 

damaged or non-existent.  This is an environment 

which is firm but fair, it values working with others.  

It is high on accountability, responsibility, 

cooperation and support (to name a few).    

  

At times, we swing like a pendulum from the 

punitive to the permissive domains.  Our challenge 

is to continually push into the restorative domain, 

even when we are having a bad day or are time 

poor!  

  



 

The triangle diagram below describes the 

framework of restorative approaches in schools. 

The base of the triangle needs to be the strongest 

part of the framework – without restorative 

leadership and vision schools cannot move 

upwards within the framework. The mid to lower 

levels of the continuum, is where the greatest 

impact on culture change in schools occurs.  The 

middle level is about managing the day-to-day 

difficulties and disruptions that are part of normal 

human behaviour.  It is where some of the greatest 

learning can occur.  The aim is to create a culture 

where problem-solving is modelled and treated as 

an opportunity to learn and to make a difference 

and where empathy, responsibility and 

accountability are fostered (Morrison, 2007).    

 

At the proactive end, we build and strengthen 

relationships 100% of the time with 100% of the 

school community.  Here schools need to ask: What 

are our social/emotional programs, and do they fit 

within a restorative/relational framework?  Are our 

policies relational?  Are we supporting and 

developing restorative approaches with staff, parents 

and students? When we get the base of the 

framework right it supports our work in the middle 

and top tiers.  

‘Individuals are most likely to trust and co‐operate 

freely with systems ‐ whether they themselves win  

or lose by those systems ‐ when fair process is  

observed’  

Kim & Mauborgne  

 Fair process demonstrates the restorative with 

domain of the social discipline window. It relates to 

how leaders handle their authority in all kinds of 

professions and roles: from parents and teachers to 

managers and administrators. The fundamental 

hypothesis of Restorative Practice embodies fair 

process by asserting that "people are happier, more 

cooperative and productive, and more likely to make 

positive changes in behaviour when those in 

authority do things with them, rather than to them or 

for them" (IIRP, 1999).    

  

According to Kim and Mauborgne (Harvard  

Business Review, 1997) the three principles of fair 

process are:   

Engagement — involving individuals in decisions 

that affect them by listening to their views and 

genuinely taking their opinions into account;   

Explanation — explaining the reasoning behind a 

decision to everyone who has been involved or who 

is affected by it; and   

Expectation clarity — making sure that everyone 

clearly understands a decision and what is expected 

of them in the future.  In other words, we can live 

with any outcome if the process is deemed fair.  

  

High 
  

Low 
  

Support,  Nurture, caring 
  

  

  

TO   
Punitive   

Power struggles 
  

Confrontation 
  

Rules 
  

Win - lose 
  

Retribution 
  

Revenge 
  

Punitive 
  

WITH   
Restorative   

Consistent 
  

Responsive 
  

Flexible 
  

Cooperation 
  

Negotiation 
  

Accountable 
  

Responsible 
  

NOT   
Neglectful   

Uncaring 
  

Tired 
  

Lazy 
  

Burnt out 
  

Given up 
  

  

FOR   
Permissive   

Chaotic 
  

Inconsistent 
  

Excusing 
  

Giving in 
  

Blurred boundaries 
  

Rescuing 
  

High 
  



In schools, Restorative Practice can be seen on a continuum ranging from informal to formal responses to disruption and wrong-doing.   The informal end 

comprises those responses teachers would use daily including affective statements or questions (see examples below) and restorative ‘chats’ or mini conferences 

(somewhat structured with little preparation required).  At the formal end sits restorative conferences (community conferences) which are very structured, require 

elaborate preparation, more time to conduct and involve more people.    



Schools working restoratively aim to spend the 

greatest amount of time building and strengthening 

relationships (building social capital) and the least 

amount of time repairing relationships in the 

aftermath of an incident.    

When harm has occurred, restorative dialogue 

provides the tools to deal with the incident fairly.  

It moves people from the past (harm done), to the 

present (how we feel about it and who has been 

affected) and into the future (reparation).  The 

dialogue can be easily altered to suit any audience, 

for example, asking ‘who here is sad?’ rather than  

‘who has been harmed?’.  There are also many 

visual aids (see the resource list) that can be 

helpful to assist young children or children with 

special needs to participate in restorative dialogue 

without relying solely on verbal communication.   

Facilitators can and should modify and extend the 

dialogue subjectively for the purpose of deepening 

the discussion or respectfully challenging the 

responses of the participants.  For example, when a 

participant has delivered a less than genuine 

apology, we might challenge it by stating, ‘we hear 

the word sorry however your body language is not 

showing sorry.  Would you like to try that again?’.  

Scripts and processes aside; the essence of 

restorative work can be remembered using the 

acronym WARM (Janson & Matla, 2011). 

W – what happened (listen to stories) 

A – affect (who was harmed) 

R – repair (fix the mistake) 

M – move forward (prevent & learn) 

Apart from knowing and understanding the 

dialogue process, it’s equally important for 

teachers in restorative settings to develop and 

master an appropriate set of values and skills such 

as those listed here:  

• Remaining impartial and non-judgmental  

• Respecting the perspective of all involved  

• Actively and empathically listening  

• Developing rapport amongst participants  

• Empowering participants to come up with 

solutions, rather than suggesting or imposing 

ideas (circle role plays are great for this)  

• Setting clear guidelines and following through  

• Creative questioning  

• Warmth  

• Compassion  

• Patience  

• humour  
  

As teachers and facilitators of restorative processes 

we are role models for participants.  Our body 

language, tone of voice, expressions and gestures all 

send a clear message about whether we believe in 

and support the approach.    

 Restorative Practices are our preferred strategy for 

working through issues of harm, however there will 

be times when restorative processes are not a good 

fit for the people involved or the issue at hand.  

Furthermore, if individuals choose not to be a part of 

the process, we will approach it in a different manner 

too.  For those young people not prepared to engage 

in a restorative chat or intervention, it is sometimes 

valuable to outline the four options for resolving the 

conflict (Claasson, 2000) and what their role will 

look like in each of them.  The first two options are 

those that we have experienced for many years, 

being traditional processes for dealing with conflict. 

Option 3 & 4 are more restorative, where those 

involved and affected are empowered to be engaged 

as part of the solution.  

 

Importantly, participants of restorative approaches 

require skill sets and values also.  To work 

restoratively, children need to be able to reason, 

empathise, reflect, understand how their behaviour 

affects others, name and understand others, work 

with others, make decisions and be objective.  

Children in the early years are still developing the 

skills required to participate successfully in a 

restorative process.  It is not until after the age of 7 

that children’s brains begin to develop the areas 

capable of logical reasoning, thinking in the 



abstract, looking at others’ perspectives, being 

more aware of their own behaviour and self 

regulation.  Due to the ongoing construction of the 

brain, these capabilities are not always easily or 

successfully accessed by children or adolescents, 

particularly when strong emotions are involved.  

Considering that the ability to read emotions, to set 

goals, to plan multiple tasks, control impulses and 

emotions continue to develop well into adulthood, 

in times of conflict or wrongdoing, we need 

approaches that will enable us to successfully 

navigate the issues whilst teaching/learning 

appropriate future behaviours and contribute to 

brain development: Restorative Practices!  

The late Silvan Tomkins coined a biological theory 

of emotion – Affect Script Psychology or ASP 

building on the work of Charles Darwin before 

him.  ASP states that mammals are born with 9 

innate affects built into the central nervous system, 

that when triggered result in CNS activity leading 

to physical responses in the body particularly facial 

features.  At the biological level we experience the 

same thing as humans however our life 

experiences build the scripts we play out when 

these affects are triggered which explains why 

people react differently to the same trigger.   

 

Once triggered, an affect is experienced biologically 

in the CNS, past experiences (scripts) guide our 

reactions and it is a combination of these events that 

motivates our future actions/behaviours.  Tomkins’ 

ASP (and particularly the role of affect shame) helps 

us to understand why and how restorative 

approaches work.  

When shame affect is triggered, we can respond 

adaptively (sooth the self, acknowledge 

wrongdoing, repair harm, learn) or maladaptively.  

Nathanson (1992) describes four poles of 

responding maladaptively to shame: withdrawal, 

avoidance, attack self and attack other.  Restorative 

approaches provide a supportive space for 

individuals to move through shame (and other 

negative) affect and develop adaptive behavioural 

scripts.  Punitive measures compound feelings of 

shame leading to maladaptive shame scripts such as 

those seen on the Compass.   

 

 

Restorative Practice is for entire communities – 

students, teachers and parents.  However, it is not a 

one-size-fits-all approach, adaptations are required 

to meet the needs of individuals and decisions will 

need to be made as to whether it is the most 

appropriate approach above others.  Margaret 

Thorsborne and Nick Burnett in their 2015 

publication ‘Restorative Practice and Special 

Needs’ have succinctly addressed the challenge that 

schools, and practitioners have in adapting 

restorative approaches to meet individual needs of 

students. Thorsborne and Burnett (2015) suggest 

these challenges fall into three broad areas:  

communication, cognition and behaviour.  Using 

these three umbrellas, educators can then identify 

the challenges individuals may face in working 

restoratively if diagnosed with a special need such 

as ASD or an attachment disorder for example 

(nine are identified and explored in the text). 

Educators can then begin to map out strategies to 

address the identified challenges.   

For example, a child diagnosed with an ASD may 

have difficulty with expressive or receptive 

communication.  Adaptations might include using 

an early years script, symbols, sign language or 

photographs and then increasing the time allocated 

for processing information or allowing rehearsal 

time.  It is also suggested that students with special 

needs would have greater success in restorative 

approaches if those approaches are facilitated by a 



trusted, liked adult whom the child has a strong, 

positive relationship with.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Reprinted with permission from Margaret Thorsborne) 

A further example of challenge and adaptation for 

trauma/attachment disorder needs is: 

 

 

Here we can see that children with trauma or 

attachment disorders may be challenged by 

behaviours such as obsessions and underdeveloped 

emotional regulation.  Educators can address these 

challenges with a focus on structure, routine and 

consistency and allowing the child some ownership in 

those processes. 

Restorative approaches are not suitable to apply in 

every instance. The REPAIR framework is useful for 

schools to work through in determining whether to go 

ahead with an RP approach for students with special 

needs or not. 

P: prepare for participation 

A: pay attention to affect and actions that need to 

happen 

I: integrity of RP (process & philosophy) 

R: relationships – repairing, building and creating 

trust. 

R: is this the right approach?  What outcome do we 

seek? 

E: establish the needs of everyone involved.  What 

social skill do I want to teach here? 

(Burnett & Thorsborne, 2015) 

 

 

Educational settings and the people in them are 

complex systems.  Schools working towards a 

restorative approach employ a variety of strategies 

and support networks, focusing primarily on 

relationships.   

Restorative Practice is a journey to belonging (Zehr, 

1997), it offers a way of bringing people together to 

heal harm and strengthen relationships and 

community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Recommended Resources  

  

There are a great many books and manuals on the 

topic of Restorative Practice/Justice and one can be 

overwhelmed by the choice.  For schools looking to 

purchase resources to assist them in the journey of 

implementation as well as the practical application 

in classrooms and playgrounds the following are 

highly recommended:  

  

A Practical Introduction to Restorative Practice in 
Schools: theory, skills and guidance by Bill 
Hansberry.  

  

Restorative Practices in Classrooms: rethinking 

behaviour management by Margaret Thorsborne and 
David Vinegrad.  

 

Restorative Practice and Special Needs by Nick 

Burnett and Margaret Thorsborne.  

  

The Psychology of Emotion in Restorative Practice 
edited by C. Kelly, Jr and Margaret Thorsborne.  

 

 

 

 

 

‘If the philosophy of restorative practices were to 

underpin all our disciplinary dealings with 

students, our school would go some way to 

building social capital and a sense of belonging to 

an emotionally healthy community’  

  

(Cameron, 2001) 
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