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Introductory reflections

Why do you do what you do (teach in higher 
education)? What are you trying to achieve? 

Think about a time you taught that brought you 
joy or you felt it was effective. What happened? 



Defining our terms

Restorative approaches to teaching and learning in 
higher education refers to principles and practices:

Principles Successful education is participatory, dialogic and relational

Practices A set of skills that enables educators to implement these 
values in practice via e.g. restorative language and circles



Today

This workshop introduces higher education teachers to the 
concept of restorative practices, and explores how this can 
be applied to support teaching and learning in HE. 

We will discuss:

- Why use restorative practices in teaching and learning?

- Examples of how restorative practices can be used in 
higher education teaching and learning, including for:

• Enabling class participation
• Obtaining actionable 

student feedback

• Building community
• Resolving academic 

misconduct effectively



Why restorative principles?

Participation and relationships in 
criminology classrooms 



Participation

Think about a class or a module that you taught, during 
which your students did or did not participate actively 
in learning. 

What difference did this make to you or the students?

Students – what difference does this make to you?



Why enable student participation?

Critical and democratic education scholars have long made a normative 
case for the active participation of students in their education. 

Dewey (1916): this lies at the intersection of education and democracy. 
Creating a more horizontal relationship between students and teachers 
enables collaboration and expression, and ensures that the learning 
process instills democratic skills and values.

Freire (1993): to avoid entrenching social inequalities, education should 
be active and empowering. Ideally, the student-teacher dichotomy will 
disappear, and participants will play both roles simultaneously.



Andragogy = adult learning

‘Pedagogy’ = instructional methods used to educate children. Assumes 
that ‘learners have little relevant experience, little or no knowledge of 
the subject and passively depend on instructors to impart knowledge’ 
(Gilbert, et al., 2013). Is this true in classes on crime or victimisation?

Universities should be designed according to andragogical principles: 
students are adults and are capable of self-directed learning and have 
experiences that provide a rich context for their learning. 

Four principles of instructional design underpin effective adult learning 
(Knowles, 1984) and relate closely to the restorative principles.



Principles of instructional design for adult learners (Knowles, 1984):
• create an environment conducive to communication, using a circle when possible;

• involve students in planning e.g. determining learning needs, assessment methods;

• share responsibility for learning objectives, learning plans, learning assessment and 
the classroom environment; and,

• create a psychological climate based on mutual respect, collaborative learning, 
mutual trust, supportiveness, openness and authenticity, and joy in learning.

When services enable participation, it can (Gal & Duramy, 2015)…
• give a sense of control and choice over learning;

• help develop competencies (e.g. trust in others, self-esteem, social and emotional 
learning, public speaking, constructive disagreement);

• cause people to feel respected and treated fairly, rather than disregarded;

• make people more likely to comply voluntarily with agreements; and,

• allows for creative solutions and better decisions that meet needs.

https://global.oup.com/academic/product/international-perspectives-and-empirical-findings-on-child-participation-9780199366989?cc=ie&lang=en&


Relationships

Think about a group or a student that you taught, with 
whom you had a positive or a negative relationship, or 
if there was one or the other relationship in the group. 

What difference did this make to you or the student(s)?

Students – what difference does this make to you?



The relational dimension of education

Effective learning environments depend on both the content delivery, and the 
social environment. This mirrors such concepts as situated learning, relational 
pedagogy and group cohesion.

Are we all comfortable with each other? If we invest time to develop trust and 
positive relationships, students will be more motivated to learn, problems and 
crises are less likely, and we will be able to respond constructively if they do.

A restorative classroom is ‘where relationships matter [with] opportunities 
for everyone in the class to connect. […] Stress and fear shrinks the brain and 
reduces the ability to process new information. When young people have pro-
social connections with their fellow students and their teachers they feel safer 
[or] the classroom can feel like a hostile threatening place’ (Hopkins, 2019: 6).

https://www.donegaletb.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Restorative-Classroom-Practice-Belinda-Hopkins.pdf


Climate and task in the classroom
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Rul-lan (2019) argues that, in 
classrooms, like in other group 
settings, group functioning and 
cohesion in completing a task 
depends on the social climate.

What do you think about the 
relative importance of each?

Irrespective of the proportion 
you allocate the two, do you 
place as much emphasis and 
invest time in accordance with 
the proportion you allocate?



Bringing it together - the ‘Relationship Window’

When engaging with people over 
whom we have authority and/or for 
whose wellbeing we are responsible, 
we can both have high expectations 
of them, and also provide a highly 
supportive environment to help 
them meet those expectations.

‘Human beings are happier, more 
productive, and more likely to make 
positive changes in their behaviour 
when those in positions of authority 
do things WITH them, rather than TO 
them or FOR them’ (Wachtel, 2011).

See also this video by Schmidt.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9vGFe15vskg


Examples of restorative practices in 
higher ed. teaching and learning



Question

What normally happens when you ask the class a 
question in a lecture, seminar or tutorial?



Example – restorative circles

• Aim of circle processes is to give everyone a 
voice, and structure the dialogue equitably. 

• Students sit in a circle, I ask a question and 
the right to speak goes around sequentially. 

• A talking piece is used; its holder cannot be 
interrupted, nor is required to speak. 

• Goal of a circle depends on circumstances, 
and is reflected in the questions asked.

• The circle and the design of the questions 
asked reflects the restorative principles.



Example – circle processes in classrooms

When I have a class with ~20 students, I use circle processes to:

• check in and build relationships with students at the start;

• set a precedent of open communication and public speaking;

• share power and create an equitable learning environment;

• ask for reflections on materials e.g. pre-reading or during class;

• check for comprehension/queries with difficult topics/essays;

• create opportunities to hear different perspectives; and,

• enable participation in decision making/consensus building.

Students – what difference does the circle make to you/the classroom?



Quotes from student participants in circles

“When you said you can pass, I thought I’d pass on each question, but I ended up 
speaking every time.”

“I like being able to bounce off of other people’s ideas.” 

“People don’t say anything if you ask ‘who wants to talk’ because… that’s just how 
it is.”

“You always get a turn, even if you’re a quiet person in a room full of loud people.”

“It’s a very respectful process.”

“Even if you have a quiet thought that you’re not super passionate about, you’ll 
share it.”

“I might incorporate it on my friend’s zoom chat, it would be good for family feuds.”



Question

Whose relationships matter in an academic course?

What difference does it make if they know, trust and 
feel comfortable speaking with each other, or not?



Example – community building within cohorts

The Maynooth MA in Comparative Criminology and Criminal Justice has a Sustained 
Restorative Dialogue (SRD). Staff and students come together on a voluntary basis, for 
two hours per month, using restorative practices. The goals of the SRD are to:

• enable students and staff to connect with and get to know, understand and empathise with each other;

• combine serious discussions with energisers and other games and playful activities;

• allow the chairperson of the programme to check-in with students and staff and identify positive 
elements of teaching practice and emerging challenges; and,

• create a space for students and staff to voice their feelings and perspectives, and listen to others, 
regarding their experiences of learning and teaching, or other topics they wish to discuss.

Sessions included games, problem solving, norm clarification, careers and dissertations.

Students – which dialogue sessions do you remember well, and what difference, if any, 
has the MA Dialogue made to you or to the course?



Time to brainstorm – student feedback

What questions do you have about your teaching 
to which your students might have the answers?

Rules of brainstorming:

• Do not judge what you hear

• Encourage each other to have wild ideas

• Build on the ideas of others

• Go for quantity – think of as many as possible



Example – restorative approaches to feedback

• Combined restorative circles, service design tools, to 
enable student participation (>1/3) in reviewing and 
redesigning a module (LW380 Victimology).

• Identified 20 outcomes (e.g. reduce words on slides, 
align contents with guest lectures, assessment FAQs, 
video on researching for assessments, structure class 
participation via quiz, use advice from past students) 
that were implemented across all my modules. 

• Corresponds with other research indicating dialogic 
approaches are the best way to obtain practical and 
actionable feedback from students – and students 
reported getting much from it.

• Forget your assumptions – just ask your students 
what they think would help (in a structured way). 



Example – restorative responses to plagiarism

A restorative response to plagiarism…
• aims to help the student learn and change behaviour 

by reflecting on the harm done and how to prevent it 
from happening again;

• gives those harmed a chance to express how it affects 
them and makes them feel;

• gives the student a chance to speak, to explain, and 
to say what is important to them;

• allows the student to participate in deciding what will 
happen next;

• shows the student you care about their wellbeing;

• does not require academics to forfeit the ability to 
escalate or impose sanctions when necessary.



Group reflection

What struck you most from what you have heard today? 

Has anything you have heard strengthened or challenged any 
of your views on learning and teaching?

What application(s) do you think could make the greatest 
difference in your programme, department or institution? 



Next steps and resources

• There are a range of potential applications – not all of which were covered today 
e.g. restorative re-entry (see Friedman, 2013) and norm clarification/community 
building in residence halls (Wachtel, et al., 2012, podcast series; Pointer, 2018).

• Consider where this could be used in your work, and what kinds of training and 
support you and your colleagues might obtain to pilot that.

• Restorative Approaches to Building Trust and Relationships in Criminal Justice 
Classrooms (2020, with UNODC’s Education for Justice Programme).

• Enabling Student Participation in Course Review and Redesign: Piloting 
Restorative Practices and Design Thinking in an Undergraduate Criminology 
Programme (Marder, et al., 2021).

• Using circles in higher education classrooms – video (Marder, et al., 2022).

• Mi:Lab student empathy video (2022).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uSJ2GPiptvc&t=1s&ab_channel=CassidyFriedman
https://www.iirp.edu/news/new-book-building-campus-community
https://www.iirp.edu/news/building-campus-community-podcast-1
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/crq.21240
https://www.unodc.org/e4j/en/tertiary/events/e4j-webinar-series_restorative-approaches-to-building-trust-and-relationships-in-criminal-justice-classrooms.html
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10511253.2021.2010781
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CyhZ2dxF6yc&t=1s&ab_channel=VermontLawSchool
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K-oS1_4RIvg&ab_channel=HelloMi_Lab

