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Building Restorative School 
Communities: A Guide for 
Creating Meaningful Work 
Around Student Discipline
By Nicholas Steffner, Principal, Ridgedale Middle School, Florham Park

What Is Restorative 
Practices?

The utilization of Restorative 
Practices (RP) in schools 
has been widely studied as 

an alternative method to traditional 
models of discipline that tend to be 
more exclusionary and progressively 
punitive. The fundamental hypothesis 
of Restorative Practices states 
that, “Human beings are happiest, 
healthiest, and most likely to make 
positive changes in their behavior when 
those in authority do things with them, 
rather than to or for them” (IIRP, 2011).

This approach makes students part-
ners in the discipline process. When 
students are encouraged to have 
input, they feel they are being treated 
fairly by those in authority. Schools 
that have had success with Restor-
ative Practices in their communities 
report having a more positive school 
culture, higher rates of graduation and 
daily attendance, with less exclusion-
ary, more effective, student discipline 
practices (Augustine et al., 2018).
The philosophies and restorative pro-
cesses that RP employs to respond to 
student behavior, focus on the develop-
ment of building self-regulation skills in 

students, especially when the process 
is practiced with fidelity. Wrongdoers 
often come face to face with those who 
have been impacted by their behavior, 
in a way that supports both sides, to 
facilitate a reconciliation.
The development of a schoolwide 
student discipline program that is 
effective in shaping student behav-
ior, building positive relationships, 
and instituting protocols that encour-
age students to be reflective on their 
decision-making processes should be 
a focus for all educational institutions. 
Developing and implementing systems 
that serve to hold students account-
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able to the discipline policies, prac-
tices, and expectations of a school 
community, however, is a comprehen-
sive task. Let’s take a look at some of 
the key components to implementing 
effective discipline practices through 
the utilization of the Restorative Pro-
cesses and Disciplinary Interventions.

It Starts with Relationships: 
Model the Way
The building blocks of a restorative 
school community begin with the 
relationships that exist between the 
staff members in the building. As 
models for how we want our students 
to interact with us, and their peers, we 
must lead by example in the way we 
speak to, and collaborate with, all staff 
members in the building. As leaders, 
it is our responsibility to cultivate an 
environment that encourages, empow-
ers, and supports the development of 
positive relationships between the staff 
in the building.

Restorative Processes: Where 
to Start
(Figure 1: Restorative Processes 
Chart) - (Augustine et al., 2018, p. 17)
With the focus centered on the devel-
opment of positive relationships in 
the building, we can turn our attention 
towards our interactions with students. 
Proactive circles are a great resource 
for developing community within the 
classroom setting. Circles provide 
opportunities for students to share 
feelings, ideas, and experiences, in 
order to build trust, mutual under-
standing, shared values, and expected 
behaviors. 
One way to norm this experience for 
students is to utilize an opening circle 
on the first day of school to welcome 
students back. On opening day, we run 
what we refer to as an “Olympiad,” in 
which the first activity of the day, for all 
students, is a proactive circle in their 
SEL (Social Emotional Learning) class. 
Aside from getting to know one another 
in the opening circle, students and staff 
have the opportunity to set norms for 
their classroom experience and interac-
tions. Respect Agreements engage stu-

dents in the creation of classroom and 
school expectations that focus on four 
major relationships: student to student, 
student to staff, staff to student, and 
student to building. 
Once these expectations are devel-
oped, they serve as the standard for 
when staff and administrators need to 
redirect, confront, and challenge a stu-
dent on their behavior, as it relates to 
the values established in the Respect 
Agreement. Challenging behavior 
in this way encourages students to 
be reflective on their actions, how it 
has impacted the environment, why 
it does, or does not meet the estab-
lished expectations, and how they 
could adjust in the future, to honor 
the shared agreements made in their 
classroom and school. 

Restorative Disciplinary 
Interventions
The infusion of Restorative Practices 
in combination with some of the tra-
ditional methods of student discipline 
that aim at removing privileges, and 
alter student settings, can provide a 
holistic balance between imposing 
established measures of accountabil-
ity, repairing harm, and reintegrating 
students back into the school com-
munity. In addition to the Restorative 
Processes that are depicted in Figure 
1, we utilize five main tools to engage 
students in reflective protocols that 
aim at repairing harm, accepting 
responsibility, and making assurances 
for future behavior. 
Restorative Reflections, Restor-
ative Projects, Respect Agreements, 
Atonement Statements, and Service 
Moments, all serve the purpose or pro-
viding wrongdoers the opportunity to 
reflect on their actions, provide educa-
tion regarding the impact of their deci-
sion, reconcile the harm they caused 
others, and re-establish behavioral 
expectations moving forward. Stu-
dents who engage in a behavior that 
is in conflict with the code of conduct 
engage in completing one, a combina-
tion, or all of these restorative inter-
ventions. 

Restorative Reflections - Reflec-
tive assignment that utilizes Restor-
ative Questions (See Figure 1) and 

other affective questions that are 
specific to the wrongdoers behavior. 
Students complete this assignment 
as part of their disciplinary conse-
quence and will meet with those 
affected by their actions to share 
their reflections. This intervention 
can be assigned by a teacher, in 
response to a low level classroom 
behavior, or by administrators, as 
part of a series of interventions.
Restorative Projects - Students are 
required to engage in educational 
research that dives deep into the 
severity, real-life consequences, 
violation of policies and/or code of 
conduct, in response to an event. 
Students will be required to read, 
answer reflection questions related 
to their research, and answer restor-
ative questions to process their 
behavior. Students will present their 
findings, reflections, and commit-
ments to those who were harmed by, 
or were present for the incident. This 
assignment is typically developed 
by administration, in collaboration 
with staff members, in order to repair 
harm in the environment where the 
wrongdoing occurred. Students will 
share portions of this assignment 
with classmates as appropriate. 
Respect Agreements - This inter-
vention requires students to provide 
commitments and assurances for 
the expectations of their future 
behavior and interactions. It serves 
as a requisite to the development of 
a behavior contract (as long as the 
incident does not require the devel-
opment of a behavior contract as a 
standard response). This document 
is signed by the student, adminis-
trator, and referring teacher upon 
completion.
Atonement Statements - Students 
are required to formally script an 
apology letter that guides them 
through the process of express-
ing remorse, taking responsibility, 
making amends, and providing 
assurances. In most instances, 
students will read their statement to 
any individual(s) who were harmed 
by their action(s). If putting individu-
als face to face for reconciliation 
is not in the best interest of any of 
the parties, the atonement state will 
be shared in paper format with the 
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individual(s) who was harmed. 
Service Moment - Students are 
engaged in a service activity that pro-
vides a relevant experience related to 
the student’s misbehavior. (Ex. Prep 
a lab, clean the lunch room, break 
down class materials, etc.)

Scheduling the Work: How Do 
You Make Time?
It is important, for the restorative 
process to have its intended impact, 
that students are provided a dedicated 
time to work on their various assign-
ments. We accomplish that task by 
providing time for students to complete 
assignments in the following ways:

Midday time out (MDTO) - Students 
spend their lunch and recess period 
in an alternative location, supervised 
by a teacher who has been shared 
access to the restorative interven-
tions in which students are required 
to complete. The K-5 Recess Law in 
the state of New Jersey (P.L. 2018, 
c.73), allows for student removal 
from recess no more than twice 
weekly, as long as students are 
engaged in “restorative justice  
activities,” in grades K-5. 
Sunrise/Sunset School - Utilizing 
time before (Sunrise) or after school 
(Sunset), to have students engage in 
restorative disciplinary interventions.

In-School Suspension - This is the 
preferred method of suspension. 
Students are still granted access to 
their school work, in an alternative 
location in the school building. Stu-
dents will also engage in restorative 
interventions, circles, counseling, 
and other activities to provide edu-
cation, repair harm, and set expecta-
tions for future behavior.
Homework - Students may be 
assigned restorative interventions 
for homework with the caveat, if 
it is not completed by an estab-
lished time, and with considerable 
amounts of effort and reflection, 
students will be required to finish 
their assignment(s) in MDTO.

Figure 1: Restorative Processes Chart) - (Augustine et al., 2018, p. 17)

Table S.1
The 11 Essential Elements of the SaferSanerSchools™ Whole-School Change Program

Element Definition
Affective statements Personal expressions of feeling in response to specific positive or negative behaviors of others
Restorative questions Questions selected or adapted from two sets of standard questions designed to challenge the negative 

behavior of the wrongdoer and to engage those who were harmed
Small impromptu 
conferences

Questioning exercises that quickly resolve lower-level incidents involving two or more people

Proactive circles Meetings with participants seated in a circle, with no physical barriers, that provide opportunities for 
students to share feelings, ideas, and experiences in order to build trust, mutual understanding, shared 
values, and shared behaviors

Responsive circles Meetings with participants seated in a circle, with no physical barriers, that engage students in the 
management of conflict and tension by repairing harm and restoring relationships in response to a 
moderately serious incident or pattern of behavior affecting a group of students or an entire class

Restorative conferences Meetings in response to serious incidents or a cumulative pattern of less serious incidents where all 
of those involved in an incident (often including friends and family of all parties) come together with a 
trained facilitator who was not involved in the incident and who uses a structured protocol

Fair process Outlines a set of transparent practices designed to create open lines of communication, assure people 
that their feelings and ideas have been taken into account, and foster a healthy community as a means 
of treating people respectfully throughout a decisionmaking process so that they perceive that process 
to be fair, regardless of the outcome

Reintegrative management 
of shame

Process of listening actively to what a shamed person has to say, acknowledging the feelings of the 
shamed person, and encouraging the shamed person to express his/her feelings and to talk about the 
experience that brought about the shame response

Restorative staff 
community

A community that models and consistently uses restorative practices to build and maintain healthy staff 
relationships

Restorative approach with 
families

Consistently uses restorative practices in interactions with students’ family members

Fundamental hypothesis 
understandings

Understanding the fundamental hypothesis that human beings are happiest, healthiest, and most likely 
to make positive changes in their behavior when those in authority do things with them rather than to 
them or for them

SOURCE: IIRP, 2011.



Educational Viewpoints       -59-       Spring 2024

Back to Table of Contents

About the Author
Nicholas Steffner is the Principal of Ridgedale Middle School in Florham Park. He is currently obtain-
ing his Ed.D in Educational Leadership from Saint Elizabeth University, focusing his dissertation on the 
impact of Restorative Practices within school settings. During his 16 year career in education, he has 
spent 8 of those years in service as a building level administrator. He is a certified Trainer of Restorative 
Practices from the International Institute of Restorative Practices, and serves as the Chief Executive 
Office for Educational Administration Consultative Services (EACS). To connect with Nick profession-
ally on this topic, please visit https://www.edasnj.com/ and email edasnj23@gmail.com to set up a free 
consultation!

References
Augustine, C. H., Engberg, J., Grimm, G. E., Elaine, E. L., Wang, L., Christianson, K., & Joseph, A. A. (2018). Can Restor-
ative Practices Improve School Climate and Curb Suspensions? https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_
reports/RR2800/RR2840/RAND_RR2840.pdf
International Institute of Restorative Practices. (2021, 12). Fundamentals of Restorative Practices Curriculum [Profes-
sional Development Training Curriculum]. IIRP.edu.
Wachtel, T. (2016). Defining Restorative. IIRP Graduate School, 1-12. https://www.iirp.edu/images/pdf/Defining-Restor-
ative_Nov-2016.pdf

Help Every New Jersey 
Student Build a  
Strong Foundation for 
Academic Success!

Now Available Pre-K Through 5th Grade!

Contact your New Jersey  
Area Manager today!
Dana Grau 908.305.0605 | Dana.Grau@AofL.com

Explore Our 
Product Demos!

Join the conversation @AgeofLearning
TM & © 2024 Age of Learning, Inc. All rights reserved. The names of other companies, products, and 
services are the property of their respective owners.            BCS-10149 20240305D01

STRONG

ESSA LEVEL I

2022 MODERATE

ESSA LEVEL II

2022

https://www.edasnj.com/
mailto:edasnj23%40gmail.com?subject=
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR2800/RR2840/RAND_RR2840.pdf
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR2800/RR2840/RAND_RR2840.pdf
https://www.iirp.edu/images/pdf/Defining-Restorative_Nov-2016.pdf
https://www.iirp.edu/images/pdf/Defining-Restorative_Nov-2016.pdf

