
 

 

Student Support 
By Jennifer Sahr, Multi-Tiered Systems of Support Coordinator 

Restorative Practices 
 
Fargo Public Schools (FPS) is continuing its work of improving equity and student-teacher 
relationships. One of the ways we are doing so is with the implementation of school-wide Positive 
Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS). PBIS is an evidence-based, three-tiered framework to 
improve and integrate practices to enhance student outcomes. At the foundation of PBIS is the 
practice of regular, proactive support for all students, such as restorative practices. 
 
Restorative practices are a social science that studies how to build social capital and achieve social 
discipline through participatory learning and decision making. It is largely based on indigenous 
wisdom and principles that emphasize the importance of positive relationships as the pinnacle of 
building community and restoring relationships when harm has occurred. Restorative practices 
promote inclusiveness, relationship-building, and problem-solving, cultivating a culture in which 
everyone feels like they belong. Through restorative practices, members of a school community: 

• Build upon and expand their relationships in the school community 
• Have an opportunity to be heard 
• Understand the greater impact of their actions and learn to take responsibility 
• Repair the harm their actions may cause. 

 
Eighty percent of restorative practices are intended to be done proactively. The preventative and 
restorative elements include affective statements, proactive circles, and restorative 
questions/impromptu dialogue. This is displayed in the chart below. 
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• Affective statements are the most informal type of response on the restorative practices 
continuum, yet they have a significant and cumulative impact on a school community. They are 
personal expressions, or “I” statements, of feeling in response to others’ specific behaviors 
(positive or negative). Example: I feel hurt when you ignore me because it seems like I don’t 
matter. I would like it if we could talk like we used to.  

• Proactive circles provide opportunities for students to share feelings, ideas, and experiences to 
build trust, mutual understanding, shared values, and shared behaviors. They are used to set 
class norms, build or monitor understanding of academic content, set ground rules, or help 
with academic goal setting and planning. Proactive circles use values and guidelines to 
determine a supportive framework, and they are based on topics intentionally selected and 
sequenced to increase risk-taking over time. They can be used with any group of people who 
meet regularly. 

• Restorative questions/impromptu dialogue are questioning exercises that quickly resolve lower-
level incidents, modeling a healthy approach to conflict resolution when used consistently. 
They address behavior in a respectful tone that places the responsibility for making things 
right and restoring relationships on those involved. The person harmed is asked to express 
their feelings using affective statements to identify what needs to be done to make things 
right. 

 
Sometimes situations occur that require more time to address who has been harmed and what needs 
to happen to make things right. These two elements, which are on the restorative practices 
continuum, responsive circles, and restorative conferences, are reactive. 

• Responsive circles are a vehicle for positive change that engages students in the management 
of conflict and tension by repairing harm and restoring relationships in response to a 
moderately serious incident or a pattern of behavior affecting a group of students or class. 
Responsive circles make it possible to air feelings, repair harm, solve problems, and plan 
changes for the future. 

• Restorative conferences are the most formal type of restorative practice on the continuum, and 
they are handled by a trained facilitator who was not involved in the incident. They are 
structured using a strategic, scripted approach where all of those involved in an incident are 
guided to make meaning of what has happened, who was affected, and what is needed to 
make things right. There are specific phases in the process including individual pre-meetings 
with each person to determine the suitability and convey the voluntary nature of being part of 
the restorative conference, the group meeting with all parties (the “restorative conference”), an 
agreement phase, and follow-up phase(s). 

 
All elementary schools in the District have received training through their PBIS leadership team and 
the District’s consultant on the three proactive elements and how to use them in their classrooms and 
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professional spaces. Each school has two or three staff members who have been trained to support 
their colleagues and serve as a restorative conference facilitator. While many classrooms have 
implemented circles in their classrooms this year, all teachers will implement proactive circles weekly 
in the 2021-2022 school year, and they will develop a process for accessing a restorative conference 
facilitator as part of the protocol for responding to higher-level harm.  
 
Middle school PBIS leadership teams will begin their deep-dive into each of the proactive elements 
next year with schoolwide implementation in the 2022-2023 school year, with high schools 
implementing the following year. There are learning opportunities embedded into the District’s 
professional development calendar that allow any staff member who wishes to engage in restorative 
practices sooner to be able to gather the necessary knowledge to begin. 
 
Restorative practices offer the promise to transform teacher-student relationships and achieve equity 
in school discipline. 
 


