Focusing on relationships
creates safety in schools
Tom Cavanagh
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hat is the key to making our schools safe? Driven
by policy makers reacting to media exposure of
incidents of violence, particularly regarding bullying,
New Zealand schools are seeking an answer to this
important question.
Restorative justice provides a means of enhancing
safety in schools. Restorative justice is based on a
philosophy that can help schools form a new climate
of safety. It offers more than a set of practices (i.e.,
conferencing, mediation, and circle time). Howard
Zehr,1 recognised as a major restorative justice pioneer
(Braithwaite, 2001), explained that restorative justice is
defined as a response to wrongdoing and conflict that
focuses on healing the resulting harm to relationships
(Zehr, 2002). Healing the harm to relationships is
a key concept in this study and refers to the need to
respond to any behaviours that interfere with building
or maintaining healthy relationships in such a way that
the dignity of the individuals involved is respected.
In order to reduce bullying, fighting, and intimidation
in schools and create a climate of safety, Margaret Shaw
(2002) of the International Centre for the Prevention
of Crime (ICPC) said we must adopt comprehensive,
whole-school approaches that emphasise nonviolent
responses to conflict and wrongdoing and focus on
creating a school culture of safety. So what does that
climate look like?

Theoretical framework
This article is placed within the theoretical framework
of restorative justice. The concept of restorative
justice originated within the legal system (Zehr,
1995), contrasting the retributive legal system with
the restorative alternative. As a result, practitioners
training school personnel about the application of these
principles in schools base their training on practices
used in the legal system, focusing on conferencing
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(Cameron & Thorsborne, 2001). The application
of these principles generally revolves around the use
of conferencing in schools as an alternative to more
punitive measures (i.e., detentions, stand downs,
suspensions, and exemptions).
What these well-intended approaches lack is a
perspective from inside education about the application
of the restorative justice philosophy in schools. This
perspective is important because the legal system
uses conferencing to make the wrong right, generally
between individuals who do not have a personal
relationship. In schools the centre of focus has to be
healing broken relationships, particularly between
students causing harm and their teachers and peers
who are harmed.
My research focuses on the culture of schools,
addressing the question: How do restorative practices
(The Restorative Practices Development Team, 2004)
affect the culture of schools, particularly related to
a culture of peace and nonviolence? I am an insider
in both the legal system and schools, having worked
as a court reporter for 30 years in American courts
and more recently completing my doctoral work and
conducting research in education. Thus, I bring those
perspectives to the application of restorative justice
principles to schools.
The theoretical framework for this study is life giving
and hopeful, giving agency to students, parents, teachers,
school administrators, and community members. Such
an approach deconstructs the traditional theoretical
frameworks that promote technical responses and
proposes a holistic, life-giving model for responding
to wrongdoing and conflict in schools. Schools are a
unique environment, and the application of restorative
justice principles in the school environment necessitates
application by those who understand the unique
character of schools.
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Methodology
The research project that forms the basis of
this paper was conducted as part of a Fulbright
Fellowship. A New Zealand area school was
chosen for this case study because staff were
undergoing professional development in the
area of restorative practices. I deliberately chose
to live in the community where the school was
located so I could get to know the students,
their families, and staff both in the school and
the community as I went about daily living.
The question that drove this study was:
How do we create a school climate of safety? I
chose to do an ethnography (a holistic research
method based on the idea that schools need to
be studied as a system) because it is appropriate
for studying the culture of schools. I wanted to
learn about the daily-lived experiences of staff
and students in the school.
I began working at the school collecting the
data for this project on 26 July 2004. I spent
over 400 hours at the school over a period of
a year because spending an extended period
of time in the field is characteristic of an
ethnography (Creswell, 1998).
I collected data in the form of: about 250
pages of field notes; informal, formal, and
focus group interviews with students, staff,
and parents; about 150 documents; and about
180 pages of journal entries. I analysed these
data using constructivist grounded theory
(Charmaz, 2000) and vignette writing (Van
Maanen, 1988) as methods, and shared
reflective memos with the participants seeking
their comment. These two methods of analyses
were utilised to add trustworthiness to the
project.
I deliberately chose to be a participant–
observer during this study. I tried to be
constantly aware of my position on the
continuum of observer and participant,
realising that my role at the school was
constantly changing (Heshusius, 1994).
Maintaining ethical reciprocal relationships
with the participants in the research was the
foundation of validity for the study.
I did not want to assume a role of authority
or power at the school so that I could develop
friendships with staff, students, and parents
during the natural ebb and flow of life at
the school. The purpose of developing these
friendships was to mediate the power relations
inherent in teacher–student relations. One
of the primary reasons I was committed to
spending a long time in the field was to let the
friendships evolve naturally to the point where
there was a relationship of trust. At that time
I felt I could talk with members of the school
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at a deep level (Tillman-Healy, 2001) that was
authentic and real.
These ideas were the foundation for how
I collected data during my study and how I
analysed that data. The process I facilitated
was participatory and designed to reconstruct
the voices of the participants in a way that they
would be heard and valued.

Findings
Analysis of the data collected for this project
revealed three dominant themes:
• Building healthy relationships in schools is
at the heart of creating a climate of safety.
• The use of restorative practices can help
build a safe climate by healing the harm
to relationships resulting from wrongdoing
and conflict.
• A new school climate based on the
principles of restorative practices will help
create a culture of healthy relationships.
Further, the findings revealed there are three
primary domains within this climate of
safety:
• Restorative practices: “Although they are
rough around the edges, in their hearts the
students do care.” (Teacher)
• R e l a t i on s h ip s - b a s e d p e d a g o g y i n
classrooms: One staff member’s philosophy
of teaching: “Children want to learn,
so find out what they want to learn and
remove the barriers to their learning. Keep
them safe.”

A culture of care: “We would love you
to tell all the tamariki (children) ... they
showed excellent manaakitanga (caring)
to everyone through their waiata and haka.
The school truly reflects our community
and whänau by ... biculturalism and
whanaungatanga (building relationships)
strengths ... you are a great example to
heaps of schools around Aotearoa.” (Former
teacher)
Building healthy relationships is at the core of a
climate of school safety, and the three domains
exist in a feedback loop of interdependence
(see Figure 1).
Further analysis of the data revealed a
detailed description of each of these domains.

•

Restorative practices

Rather than using restorative practices as
another tool, in this climate of school safety,
understanding the philosophy of restorative
justice is the basis for determining discipline
policies. In this way, the emphasis is on ensuring
students continue to attend school. Through
restorative practices the capacity of students
and teachers is improved resulting in:
• creating safe and peaceful schools (for
students and teachers)
• preparing young people for participation
in society by helping them learn to
solve problems and respond to conflict
nonviolently.

FIGURE 1 CLIMATE OF SCHOOL SAFETY

Climate of School Safety

Culture of Care

BUILDING HEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS

Relationships-based Pedagogy

Restorative Practices
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Relationships-based pedagogy

Once students’ attendance has improved,
engaging them in the classroom helps to repair
broken relationships. Teacher pedagogies
focused on relationships motivate students to
be engaged and to achieve. Relationships-based
pedagogy is based on:
• reciprocal relationships based on teachers
and students teaching and learning
together
• mutual respect
• family or whänau classroom environment
where problems are understood and
responded to in the classroom as a group so
that the response is inclusive of all students,
especially the persons causing the harm, as
well as the persons harmed
• problems with student behaviours viewed
as learning opportunities (not disruptions)
for how to repair broken relationships.
Culture of care

The culture of care creates a bond between
restorative practices and relationships-based
pedagogy by providing consistency throughout
the school and contributing to whole-school
reform. The school needs to support a culture
of care by employing strategies such as:
• rituals, traditions, and stories focused on
building relationships rather than division
and competition
• sense of community and solidarity or
all-for-all, so that every person feels they
belong
• putting relationships at the core of the
mission and vision of the school rather than
curriculum.
Summary of findings

This ethnographic research study revealed
that if restorative practices are to be focused
on healing the harm to relationships they
will necessarily require the inclusion and
participation of the person(s) harmed and the
person(s) causing the harm. Normally these
persons know each other and will continue to
have a relationship in the future. Restorative
practices must include all persons affected by
the wrongdoing or conflict. If a student is sent
outside of the classroom to an administrator
or an “expert” to solve a problem, the people
in the classroom (students and teacher) are
robbed of the opportunity to build their
capacity to respond nonviolently to conflict
and wrongdoing and to be nonviolent, selfsustaining adults.
Taking a student out of the classroom
because of “bad behaviour” and asking
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someone outside the classroom to address
these problems is an exclusionary practice.
Although the intention is to let the teachers
and students in a classroom go on without
interruption, in the end this process does not
address the harm to relationships resulting
from the behaviour. Later when the student is
returned to the classroom, without addressing
the harm he or she has caused to relationships,
these relationships keep on breaking down
without healing.
Building and maintaining respectful
relationships is a key part of the role of an
effective teacher. The research showed the end
result often is that students are being stood down
because they have no positive relationships in
the school. Thus, the adults in the school have
an obligation to help these students heal broken
relationships (with other students and teachers)
because healthy relationships are the key for
success in schools.
At the school-wide level, restorative practices
focus on building healthy relationships through
conversations and behaviours, and restoring
the dignity of the individuals involved and the
group (class and school) through the healing
of broken relationships. The work of experts or
practitioners in restorative practices is to build
the capacity (knowledge, skills, and experience)
of students and teachers in this regard.

Implications for students,
teachers, and schools
Students

Students need to be encouraged and supported
to increase their capacity to respond to conflict
and wrongdoing nonviolently. In fact, when
behaviour problems are solved for them,
students are robbed of the opportunity to
learn valuable skills for living in peaceful
relationships.
Building this capacity in students involves
many skills that can be acquired over time as
appropriate to the age of the child. Based on
this study and earlier research, I recommend
that the skills students need to have and at
what age are:
• Understanding feelings (ages 5–6) by
helping students learn that as an individual
I have feelings, and you have feelings, and
our feelings may or may not be the same.
Most importantly, children need to learn
about empathy as bonding with another
individual in such a way as to appreciate
at a deep level how they are feeling.
• Building friendships (ages 7–9) by
understanding the dynamics of belonging

•

•

•

to a group and learning about listening,
trusting, speaking honestly and from the
heart, and being respectful of others. Key
skills to learn at this age are negotiation
and mediation.
Developing peacemaking circles (ages
10–11) by being encouraged and learning
how to call and lead a peacemaking circle
and use a talking stick as a tool (Pranis,
Stewart, & Wedge, 2003) to help solve
problems among a group of students.
Engaging in restorative conversations
(ages 12–14) by learning how to hold
conversations with others where the
problem has been separated from the
person.
Facilitating restorative conferences (ages
15–17) by learning the process of facilitation
of meetings between persons harmed by
wrongdoing or conflict and persons who
caused the harm. This process is centred on
restoring the dignity of all persons involved,
rather than being centred on blame and
punishment.

Teachers

Teachers are key role models and need to build
their competency to respond to problems in
the classroom nonviolently, particularly related
to student behaviour problems. Currently,
teachers often rely on administrators or outside
experts to resolve these problems, and, in some
cases, school rules require teachers to send
problem students to specific administrators
without teacher intervention.
Teachers can accept their professional
responsibility for assisting students to manage
their behaviours and build competency by:
• building relationships with students
starting with the first day of contact
• getting to know the students and the family
and community in which they live and
sharing information about themselves
• changing pedagogy from traditional to
discursive by shifting from the lecture style
of delivery to a more interactive style, with
reciprocal teaching and learning occurring
among students and between the teacher
and students
• coaching and supporting colleagues who
are not able to handle student behaviour
problems. Teachers can learn from one
another how to handle these problems
through a process of shadow coaching. The
supporting colleague can act as a facilitator
for a conversation between the student and
teacher so the relationship can be healed
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avoiding labels and engaging in restorative
conversations. Teachers are prone to giving
students labels (e.g., naughty, bad, slow),
and those labels stay with the student for
long periods of time
• by engaging in restorative conversations,
where the problem is separated from
the person, teachers learn to respect the
dignity of the person while dealing with
the problem
• using peacemaking circles to address issues
and problems affecting students as a group.
Combining peacemaking circles with
restorative conversations allows a group of
students and a teacher in a classroom to talk
about problems in a safe environment where
harm, rather than blame, can be the focus
and restoring the dignity of all involved the
goal.
Using these seven ideas, teachers can:
• develop reciproc a l relationships in
classrooms, where students are cared
for and about and, in turn, respond
appropriately to care (Noddings, 1992)
• have high expectations of students (Gay,
2000)
• be prepared to teach each day (Macfarlane,
2004).
With these acquired skills, students and
teachers are able to help create a culture of
peace in schools and our children will have
the foundation for being peaceful citizens
and active participants in creating a peaceful
society. As a result, schools will be safe, and
students and teachers can be free from harm
and the threat of harm.
Schools

Several of the ideas investigated in this research
relate to school systems. In order to support a
culture of peace and nonviolence, principals
need to share power and distribute leadership.
These results can be obtained through
transformational leadership (Liontos, 1992).
The idea of transformational leadership comes
from the business world. This type of leadership
was characteristic of organisations that had
participative decision making and shared power.
In contrast, instructional leadership typifies
school management. This leadership style is a
top down, hierarchical process, where students
and teachers are closely monitored.
Transformational leaders are the keepers of
the collective vision of the school and engage in
reciprocal relationships with teachers, rewarding
teachers who improve student learning and
holding other teachers accountable. This type
of leadership has three goals:
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creating a collaborative professional school
culture focused on collective responsibility
and continuous improvement
• encouraging teacher development
• building the capacity of teachers to solve
problems effectively.
The results of this kind of leadership are:
influencing teacher collaboration; and shifting
teacher attitudes towards school improvement
and pedagog y, which improves student
achievement and creates a school culture
conducive to caring and learning (Liontos,
1992). Most importantly, school administrators
can support and encourage the development of
student and teacher competencies to respond to
wrongdoing and conflict nonviolently.
Barriers to this process, however, include
professionalising and problematising behaviour
problems, primarily through hierarchical
interference, by:
• encouraging or requiring teachers to send
students who are creating problems to
a designated expert, usually an admin
istrator
• making more serious problems out of issues
that can be handled in the classroom.
Building teacher and student competencies to
resolve problems nonviolently is fundamental
to creating peaceful schools and developing
children into citizens who can participate
in creating a sustainable democratic society.
Principals are key people in developing student
and teacher leadership in this area.

Conclusion
Traditional approaches to student discipline,
even when complemented by restorative
processes, have not created safe schools.
Initiatives that focus on school suspensions
and stand downs or teacher pedagogy, without
co-ordinating with one another, have not solved
the problems related to student behaviour in
schools. Only whole-school reform, based on
building healthy relationships, will create a new
culture of safety where successful learning can
occur (Comer, Haynes, Ben-Avie, & Joyner,
1996).
However, professional development initiatives
aimed at reforming schools often operate in
isolation from one another. As a result, the
school may have a professional development
focused on relationships-based pedagogy, and
at the same time be engaged in restorative
practices, but without co-ordination and
collaboration between the two projects. What is
needed is a change in the school culture to bind
professional development initiatives together
and focus them on common goals.

In order to have a climate of safety in New
Zealand schools, we can invoke restorative
practices not only as a tool, but also as the
philosophical foundation of how to respond to
student wrongdoing and conflict. Rather than
having administrators be the disciplinarians,
students and teachers can be taught how to
respond nonviolently to harmful behaviours
t hroug h such proc e sse s a s re storat ive
conversations, peer mediation, peacemaking
circles, and restorative conferences. In that way
building healthy relationships will be at the
core of how schools operate and healing broken
relationships will guide disciplinary policies.
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Note
1 Howard Zehr is recognised by scholars
and practitioners in the field of restorative
justice as the senior author. His latest book
is a wonderful update of his classic book,
Changing Lenses. Zehr does a masterful job
of condensing the theory of restorative justice
into a small book.
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Schools in England, Wales and Scotland should also follow the Prevent dutyâ€™s statutory guidance regarding online safety and
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essential part of education.Â They can establish and maintain healthy and rewarding relationships based on cooperation. They resist
inappropriate social pressure; constructively prevent, manage, and resolve interpersonal conflict; and seek and provide help when
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