
 

resource courtesy of  

Purpose 

This is the first lesson where you will introduce restorative practices explicitly. I would try to put 

aside a bit more time for this lesson (possibly two days) because you don’t want to rush through 

this content. You can also come back to parts of this lesson or re-invent it as you get more and 

more experiences with restorative justice. The lesson and resources were taken from Teaching 

Restorative Practices through Classroom Circles written by Amos Clifford in 2013. 

By the end of the lesson, students should be able to take ownership of these objectives: 

 Students will understand the difference between retributive and restorative justice 

 Students will be able to identify people who are affected by a hypothetical situation and will 

be able to explain how they were affected. 

 Students will learn how “making things right” differs from punishment. 

Teacher Work 

Begin with a check in round. Quickly pass the talking piece around either with a prompted question 

or just high five check-in.  

 

Next, pass out the chart (see below) to pairs around the circle. Take some time reading and 

explain the difference between punitive and restorative practices. In younger grades, you may 

want to use pictures instead of the chart. The students will then listen to a story where restorative 

practices were used. Together, you will talk through what the restorative options would look like 

for the wrongdoer. Afterwards, students will listen to another scenario and work together to 

decide what restorative practices would be used. 

 

Below is a story that you can use or modify as you gather your own stories in the coming year. 

Take a few times to pause and think aloud or turn and talk during this story – just like any other 

read aloud.  

 

“I’m going to take that family for everything they have!” 

That’s what the insurance company agent said after 4th grader Marcos lost control of a 

bottle rocket while playing with it on school grounds on a Saturday. The bottle rocket lit up a bush 

next to a classroom, starting a fire that caused $300,000 worth of damage to the building and its 

contents. He was arrested and also suspended from school. The authorities who reviewed his case 

offered him and his mother a choice: restorative justice, or take his chances with the courts. They chose 

restorative justice. 

The restorative circle included Marcos, his mother, the school principal, and the insurance 

agent. Her job is to recover as much money from people who caused the problem as possible, thus 

reducing the amount the insurance company had to pay. Before she came to the circle she was 

determined to make Marcos and his family pay the whole amount, even if it took years. Others in the 

circle included three firemen who had put out the fire, the police officer who arrested Marcos, and a 

leader trained in restorative justice who facilitated the circle. 

The restorative circle was the first time the insurance agent actually met Anthony and his 

mother, Maria, a single parent with a part‐time job. As she listened to them talk, she came to 
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understand their situation. She saw how sincerely remorseful they were, how much Anthony regretted 

the accident—and that, indeed, it was an accident. She understood how sincerely he wished he could 

fix this situation. 

Maria said she would do everything she could to make it right. She had only a part‐time job 

at minimum wage, but over the years she had saved up $4,200. She offered it as a first payment. The 

insurance agent got up from her chair, walked across the circle, sat next to the mother and said, 

“Don’t take out that money. Together we’ll find a way to work this out.” Marcos agreed to help at the 

fire station and to help with the landscaping at the school to repair some of the damage to the 

grounds. He was still on probation, which everyone (including him) agreed was fair, and he had a lot 

of work ahead of him catch up on classwork after his suspension. But he did not have to go to juvenile 

hall, and his family (which could not afford it) did not have to pay a huge fine.  

 

Try asking these kinds of questions following the story: 

o Using the punitive method, what would have likely happened to Marcos in the story I just told? 

o What would have happened to those who were harmed? 

o How does this compare to what actually happened?  

 

Restorative dialogue requires its participants to shift their thinking about wrongdoing from “who is 

wrong and how should they be punished?” to “who is affected by what happened, and how?” The 

ability to ask and answer these questions is the essential prerequisite for coming to agreement 

about how to make things right. 

Student Work 

Now, the students will work together to come up with their own restorative options for this next 

scenario.  

Key Questions 

• Who is affected? 

• How are people affected (which includes what we mean by “affected”)? 

• What are restorative actions – things that can make things right without over-reliance on 

punishment? 

Instructions for the Chips Scenario 

1. Draw three circles on the whiteboard, each representing a student in the scenario. Label them 

students 1, 2, and 3 (see illustration below). 

2. Explain: “Student 1 brought a backpack to school with a bag of chips in it. When he was not 

looking, without his permission student 2 took the chips from his backpack. Later student 2 

shared the chips with student 3, and did not tell student 3 where they came from. 

3. Ask: “Who is affected and how?” 

4. Record answers, asking prompts as necessary. Most circles will have many answers for each of 

the students. 

5. Ask (some classes will already to speak to this): “Who else, not on the chart, is affected, and 

how?” 

6. Record answers. Allow students to think of parents, teacher, principal, and others. 

7. Ask: “What can be done to make things right?” 

8. Record answers. 
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Closing 

Use this scenario as an example of how conflicts will be resolved in your classroom. Keeping in 

mind the lesson, Contributing Good, with the murky water, damaging choices affects more than just 

one person. In order to live well together, it is our job to make sure we restore any harm done and 

think about how our choices impact many people.  

Pass around the talking piece one last time to gather students’ reactions to the lesson. What do 

they think about what they heard? 
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Punitive  Restorative 
Only deal with the wrongdoer Include those who are affected by the incident 

in the response 

Focus on what rule was broken 
 

Understand how people were affected and 
what harms occurred 

Punish the wrongdoer 
 
 

Agree on actions to make things right 

Exclude wrongdoers through suspension, 
expulsion, etc. 

Find what actions can be taken to repair 
harms and get right with the community 
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