restorative justice questions for students

restorative justice questions for students are crucial tools for fostering understanding, accountability, and
healing within educational settings. This article explores the multifaceted applications of these questions,
delving into how they can be effectively used to address conflicts, build stronger relationships, and create a
more positive school climate. We will examine the fundamental principles behind restorative justice and
how specific questioning techniques can empower students to take ownership of their actions, empathize
with others, and contribute to solutions. From initial conflict resolution to proactive community building,
understanding and implementing effective restorative justice questions is paramount for educators and

students alike.

Understanding Restorative Justice in Schools

Restorative justice is a philosophical approach that shifts the focus from punishment to repair. In an
educational context, it emphasizes understanding the harm caused by an incident, identifying who has
been affected, and determining what needs to be done to make things right. This philosophy is built on the
belief that individuals involved in a conflict or harm have a vital role to play in resolving it. Instead of
solely asking "Who broke the rule?" and "What punishment do they deserve?”, restorative justice asks:
"What happened?”, "Who has been harmed?”, and "What is their need?". This paradigm shift encourages

dialogue, empathy, and shared responsibility, creating opportunities for genuine learning and growth.

The Core Principles of Restorative Practices

Restorative practices are rooted in several key principles. Firstly, they prioritize creating a safe and
supportive environment where all voices can be heard. Secondly, they focus on building and maintaining
positive relationships, recognizing that strong community bonds are essential for resolving conflicts.
Thirdly, they emphasize accountability, not through punitive measures, but by encouraging individuals to
understand the impact of their actions and take responsibility for repairing the harm. Finally, they aim to
involve all affected parties in finding solutions, promoting collaboration and shared ownership. These

principles guide the development and implementation of effective restorative justice questions for students.

Benefits of Implementing Restorative Justice for Students

The implementation of restorative justice practices offers numerous benefits for students. It can lead to a
significant reduction in disciplinary incidents, suspensions, and expulsions, thereby keeping more students

engaged in their education. Furthermore, it cultivates crucial social-emotional learning skills such as



empathy, active listening, and conflict resolution. Students learn to communicate their needs effectively,
understand different perspectives, and collaboratively find solutions. This can lead to a more positive school
climate, increased feelings of safety and belonging, and a stronger sense of community among students and
staff. The development of these skills extends beyond the classroom, preparing students for responsible

citizenship in a diverse society.

Key Restorative Justice Questions for Conflict Resolution

When conflicts arise in schools, carefully crafted restorative justice questions can be instrumental in guiding
students towards understanding and resolution. These questions are designed to facilitate open
communication, encourage reflection, and empower those involved to take an active role in repairing any
harm. The focus is on understanding the impact of the incident and collaboratively determining how to
move forward in a constructive manner. By providing a structured yet flexible framework for dialogue,

these questions help to de-escalate situations and foster a sense of agency among students.

Questions to Understand What Happened

The initial stage of a restorative process involves gathering information about the incident. The following

questions are designed to elicit factual accounts and perspectives without assigning blame:
e What happened?
e What were you thinking at the time?
¢ What have you thought about since?
e What has been the hardest part for you?

¢ Who has been affected by what happened and in what way?

Questions to Explore Impact and Needs

Once the events are understood, the focus shifts to the impact on those involved and what is needed to

address the harm. These questions encourage empathy and a deeper understanding of the consequences:



¢ What did you think when you first realized what had happened?
¢ What impact has this incident had on you?

e What has been the hardest thing for you?

e What do you think needs to happen to make things right?

e What can you do to put things right?

¢ Who needs to be involved to help make things right?

Questions for Accountability and Repair

This stage is about empowering the student who caused harm to take responsibility and actively participate
in repairing the damage. The questions focus on their understanding of the consequences and their

willingness to contribute to a solution:

e What was your responsibility in this situation?

e What have you done to cause harm?

e What do you think you need to do to repair the harm?
¢ What can you do to prevent this from happening again?

e What support do you need to help you make things right?

Proactive Restorative Questions for Building Community

Restorative justice is not solely for addressing conflicts; it is also a powerful tool for proactively building a
strong and supportive school community. By regularly engaging students in meaningful conversations,
educators can foster a sense of belonging, strengthen relationships, and prevent future conflicts from
escalating. These questions encourage students to think about their role in the community and how they

can contribute positively to the collective well-being of their peers and school.



Questions for Relationship Building and Understanding

These questions are designed to help students get to know each other better, appreciate diverse
perspectives, and build empathy. They can be used in classroom circles, advisory groups, or during team-
building activities:

e What is something positive you appreciate about our classroom community?

e What is one thing you've learned from someone in this group?

e What are your hopes for our class this year?

e What does a supportive classroom environment look and feel like to you?

¢ How can we ensure everyone feels heard and respected in our interactions?

Questions for Developing Shared Values and Norms

Engaging students in defining their classroom or school values and norms promotes a shared sense of

responsibility and ownership. These questions encourage collaboration and consensus-building:

e What values are most important to us as a learning community?
e How do these values guide our behavior towards each other?

e What kind of community do we want to create here?

¢ What agreements can we make to support our shared values?

e How will we hold ourselves and each other accountable to these agreements?

Questions for Empowering Student Voice and Agency

Giving students opportunities to share their ideas and concerns empowers them and fosters a sense of

agency. These questions encourage critical thinking and active participation in school improvement:



e What are your ideas for making our school a better place?

¢ What challenges do you see in our school community, and how can we address them together?
e What are your aspirations for your learning and your role in the school?

e How can we better support each other's learning and well-being?

e What changes would make a positive difference in our daily school experience?

Facilitating Effective Restorative Justice Conversations

Simply asking restorative justice questions is not enough; the way these questions are posed and the
environment in which they are asked are crucial for their effectiveness. Skilled facilitation ensures that the
process is safe, respectful, and productive, allowing students to engage authentically and achieve
meaningful outcomes. Educators and facilitators play a vital role in guiding the conversation and creating a

space where healing and understanding can flourish.

Creating a Safe and Respectful Space

Before any questions are asked, establishing a safe and respectful environment is paramount. This involves
setting clear ground rules for communication, ensuring confidentiality, and modeling active listening and
empathy. The facilitator should create a calm atmosphere where students feel comfortable expressing
themselves without fear of judgment or retaliation. This foundational element is essential for unlocking the

potential of restorative justice questions.

The Role of the Facilitator

The facilitator acts as a neutral guide, ensuring that the conversation stays focused on the harm and the
needs of those affected. They are responsible for posing the restorative justice questions clearly and
patiently, allowing ample time for responses. The facilitator also helps to manage emotions, prevent
interruptions, and encourage active listening among all participants. Their primary goal is to empower

students to find their own solutions and take responsibility for their actions, rather than dictating outcomes.



Active Listening and Empathy in Practice

Effective facilitation involves demonstrating and encouraging active listening. This means paying full
attention to what is being said, both verbally and non-verbally, and reflecting back understanding to the
speaker. Empathy is fostered by encouraging participants to consider the feelings and perspectives of others
involved. When students feel truly heard and understood, they are more likely to open up and engage

constructively in the restorative process, making the questions more impactful.

Frequently Asked Questions

‘What is restorative justice and how is it different from traditional
punishment?

Restorative justice is an approach to justice that focuses on repairing harm caused by wrongdoing, rather
than just punishing the offender. It brings together those affected by an incident — the person who caused
harm, those who were harmed, and community members — to discuss what happened, who was affected,
and what needs to be done to make things right. Unlike traditional punishment, which often focuses on the
state versus the offender, restorative justice emphasizes dialogue, accountability, and healing for all parties

involved.

Why is restorative justice important in schools?

Restorative justice is important in schools because it helps build a stronger sense of community, reduces
conflict, and teaches students valuable skills in empathy, communication, and problem-solving. It shifts the
focus from punitive discipline to understanding the root causes of misbehavior and addressing the needs of

those affected, fostering a more positive and supportive learning environment.

‘What are some common restorative justice practices used in schools?

Common restorative justice practices in schools include restorative conversations (informal check-ins), circle
processes (structured group discussions), peer mediation (students helping to resolve conflicts), and
restorative conferences (more formal meetings involving those affected by an incident). These practices

aim to promote understanding, empathy, and collaborative problem-solving.

How can students be involved in restorative justice processes?

Students can be involved by participating in circles to discuss school issues, acting as mediators for peer
conflicts, or engaging in restorative conferences when they have caused harm or been harmed. They can

also be trained to be peer leaders or facilitators in restorative justice initiatives.



What does it mean to take responsibility in a restorative justice setting?

Taking responsibility in a restorative justice setting means acknowledging the harm caused, understanding
the impact of one's actions on others, and actively participating in making amends. It's not just about saying
'sorry,' but about demonstrating a genuine commitment to repairing the damage and preventing future

harm.

How does restorative justice help victims or those who have been
harmed?

Restorative justice empowers victims by giving them a voice to express how they were affected, ask
questions of the person who caused harm, and have a say in how the harm can be repaired. It can lead to a

sense of validation, healing, and closure, which are often missing in traditional disciplinary systems.

What is a 'circle’' in restorative justice, and how does it work?

A circle is a structured group meeting where participants sit in a circle, often passing a 'talking piece' to
ensure everyone has a chance to speak without interruption. Circles are used for various purposes, such as
building community, discussing challenges, or resolving conflicts, by creating a safe space for open and

honest communication.

Can restorative justice be used for serious offenses?

Yes, restorative justice can be adapted for serious offenses. While it may involve more complex processes
and trained facilitators, the core principles of bringing those affected together to address harm and seek
repair remain relevant. It can be a powerful alternative or complement to traditional legal or disciplinary

processes, focusing on healing and reintegration.

What are the benefits of learning about restorative justice for students,

even if they haven't experienced harm or caused it?

Learning about restorative justice equips students with essential life skills such as active listening, empathy,
conflict resolution, and understanding different perspectives. These skills are invaluable for building
positive relationships, navigating social challenges, and contributing to a more peaceful and understanding

society, regardless of their direct involvement in a restorative process.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to restorative justice questions for students, with descriptions:

1. The Little Book of Restorative Justice by Howard Zehr



This foundational text provides a clear and accessible introduction to the principles and practices of
restorative justice. It explores how restorative justice shifts the focus from punishment to repairing harm
and addressing the needs of victims, offenders, and communities. Students can learn about the core concepts
and why they are important for building healthier relationships and resolving conflicts in a more

meaningful way.

2. Restorative Justice Practices: A Handbook for Educators edited by Lorna Morison and Margaret Rundle

This practical handbook offers educators concrete strategies and tools for implementing restorative justice in
schools. It delves into various approaches, such as circle processes and peer mediation, to foster empathy and
accountability among students. The book is designed to help educators create a more positive and supportive

learning environment by addressing conflict constructively.

3. Circles That Work: Building Circles of Support and Accountability by Kay Pranis

This book focuses on the practical application of restorative circles, a key restorative justice practice. It
explains how to facilitate circles to build community, address wrongdoing, and support healing for all
involved parties. Students can gain an understanding of how these structured conversations can help them

process difficult situations and find solutions together.

4. The Justice Curriculum: Teaching About the Criminal Justice System by John L. M. D. Wilson

‘While this book broadly covers the criminal justice system, it includes significant sections on alternative
approaches like restorative justice. It examines the shortcomings of traditional punitive systems and
introduces restorative justice as a more effective and humane alternative. Students can use this to critically

analyze different approaches to justice and understand the questions restorative justice seeks to answer.

5. The Little Book of Trauma Healing: Stories to Help You Reconnect and Rebuild by Carolyn N. Baker
and Thomas G. Stauffer

This book, though focused on trauma healing, directly relates to the outcomes of harmful actions and the
process of recovery, which is central to restorative justice. It offers stories and exercises designed to help
individuals process difficult experiences and move towards wholeness. Students can explore how

addressing the emotional and psychological impact of harm is a crucial component of restorative processes.

6. Discipline, Conflict, and Violence in Schools: Restorative Practices and Systems Thinking by L. L. Brown
This book specifically applies restorative justice principles to the school environment, tackling issues of
discipline, conflict, and violence. It presents restorative practices as a way to move beyond punitive
measures and foster a culture of care and responsibility. Students can learn about how their schools can

become safer and more equitable places through these approaches.

7. Facing the Future: A Guide to Restorative Justice in Education by Daniel W. VanNess and Candice M.
VanNess

This guide offers a comprehensive overview of how to integrate restorative justice into educational
settings. It explores the philosophy, theory, and practical implementation of restorative practices in schools.
Students can discover how restorative justice can transform their understanding of wrongdoing and its

impact, fostering a more collaborative approach to problem-solving.



8. Restorative Circles in Schools: Building Stronger Communities and Safer Environments by Ted W.
Rynearson

This book provides a detailed guide to implementing restorative circles specifically within a school context.
It outlines the steps involved in creating and facilitating these circles to address conflicts and build positive
relationships. Students can understand how these processes can empower them to have a voice in resolving

issues that affect them.

9. When the Rivers Ran Red: How One Man's War Changed the World by William H. McNeill

While this is a historical account, it implicitly raises questions about the consequences of conflict and the
human need for reconciliation and understanding, which are at the heart of restorative justice. Students can
reflect on the broader societal implications of harm and the enduring human desire for peace and healing
after destructive events. This can inspire deeper thinking about what true justice entails beyond

punishment.
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