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“What would this teacher, this class, 
this work with parents, this 
playground, this sports field, this 
school garden and kitchen, this office, 
look like in the new creation?”

“Can we create a shalom community                            
of Christians within school, with the 
aim of demonstrating shalom to 
everyone else in school, and to our 
community?”

Motivation?



Outline
• Overview: the research question
• Context: national, governance, school, class, SEN
• Restorative Practice and Communal Health: technical background
• Methodology
• Coding outcomes
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• What it might (?) mean! How far can we trust this?



Research question?

How does the 
intentional use of 
restorative practice in 
a church school 
contribute to a 
spiritually healthy 
community?



Context: school
• Voluntary aided church school (CE, MCGB, 

BUGB, URC)

• Maintained/funded by local authority, 
subject to national regulatory/inspection 
framework, governing body as employers.

• Inspected also by dioceses under SIAMS 
framework.

• VA schools sit between two masters 
(Green, 2014)

• Range between highly Christian and not-very-Christian manifestations of education.

• There is a Christian “bit” – inspected under SIAMS, not a Christian “whole”

• In a new city of 235,000 that is “post-Christian” – 12 church schools out of 145 (8.3% in 
the city: 27% nationally)



Context: class
• Class of 31 children tracked from 2015 to 2020.

• Large SEND component 

• 9 needing frequent 1:1 support; 

• 9 with poor SEMH with high levels of anxiety;

• 7 with lower levels of anxiety and learning needs; and

• 6 well-adjusted children, eager to learn and progress.

• Class being taught as a community deliberately (Feil, 2017)

• Use of restorative community-building tools from 2015 (Y2, 6-7 year olds) 

• Community-building circles were key tool, up to 6 times a day

• Restorative practice was school policy and well-established practice from 
Sept 2011.

• The anxiety in the class meant children had little concept of what they 
were being restored to. 

2015-2017: Teacher A
2017-2019: Teacher B
2019-2020: Teacher A



Communal health?

• Contested concept, rooted in 
theories of community.

• Our definition had to be understood 
by children, so that they could 
integrate practice and teaching into 
something that actually helped them!

• Community aspects of spiritual 
health (Fisher, 2010): related to 
concepts of hospitality

Love of others

Forgiveness toward others

Trust between individuals

Respect for others

Kindness toward others



Restorative practices we used
• Most of literature focuses on the 

restorative side of RP – what 
happens when relationships break 
down…

• Reverse engineering approach: 
What are we restoring to? What 
precisely had broken? 

• What were the characteristics of 
that which we desired in 
community, which represented 
something of the new creation? 

• City-wide initiative (Macready, 
2009; Macready & Carlile, 2014)



Methodology
• Conversation-as-method (Stern, 2016, 2020)

• Personalist epistemology – community as a normative 
ideal, a desired good (Christians, 2018:75; cf. Palmer, 
1983:54-59)

“people know themselves…as beings-in-relation; common 
moral values are intrinsic to a community’s ongoing identity” 

“people’s lives are bound up with the good of the community 
in which their identity is established”

“understandings of the good that drive the problems reflect 
the conception of the community rather than the expertise of 
researchers.

• Peer-interviewing reflexivity – I was a senior leader in 
this team. Desire to please?

• Two class 
teachers, remote 
interview of 60-90 
minutes

• Context of 
conversation 
topics were 
communal aspects 
of spiritual health 
(Fisher, 2010)

• Thematic analysis 
using two-part 
coding process 
(Watts, 2014)



2-part coding structure



2-part coding structure



• ...in response to a given need and context,

• ...teachers implemented restorative practice as a way of
working,

• …supported by the school’s commitment to high quality
relationships,

• ...which was sustained by/expressed in practices that

• ...impacted children and adults, creating opportunities for
communal health.

From a Christian perspective, there is a second narrative
going on here, overlapping with the first, exposing the idea
that the eventual impact is more than simply the use of RP
as a policy tool.

Narrative structure from the analysis
Compassion and 

justice…

Restorative 
practice as 
communal 

expression of 
Col. 3, Mt. 5, Eph. 

4, Mt. 18…
…leading towards 

a concept of 

shalom



Restorative practice needed an 
intentional consistency in 

community building if it were to 
work.

What we discovered

It was about building community which 
enabled all children to flourish within 
themselves, with each other…in their 

social learning (A)

We focused heavily on the language of 
community, collective identity and 

responsibility. Once community was 
established as their identity, when 

something went wrong we talked about 
how that community had been broken, 
and needed mending. I was saying “OK, 
community’s broken, we need to mend 

it” (B)

Children who really benefit from routine 
had a clear opening and closing to the 

day. I tended to use them, now we were a 
strong class community, when I sensed 

there was some sort of change, so 
whenever there was a new child joining 

us, we tried to do circles very regularly, to 
bring them into the community, or if 

there was something that was unsettling 
for them….or when there was something 

disruptive (A)



Trust was a key goal, 
embedded in practices and 
requiring constant teaching

What we discovered

Whilst we’d built a community, it 
wasn’t effective because children 
weren’t able to trust each other. 

And for some of them, they 
weren’t able to trust their own 

reactions either (A)

…exploring stories with trust 
in…using the language of trust and 

breaking that down into “what 
does it look like in our classroom if 
we trusted each other? Ourselves? 

Or if we were worried, where do we 
put our trust? And...could we 

choose to trust God with the things 
we were worried about?” But it 
also enabled us to talk about 

trusting each other. (A).



Trust led to self-/other-
awareness that formed the basis 
of communal understanding and 

forgiveness

What we discovered

I’d take the photo of the child off that 
display and say “at the moment you’ve 

broken the community, it’s not 
complete”….when the photo would go 
back, it was quite significant, because 

they couldn’t believe “Oh my goodness, 
that photo’s down” and….they 

themselves would restore it. They were 
so forgiving…and accepting, and they 
had this collective relief that “Oh! It’s 

OK, we’re together, we’re mended” (B)

For the children to understand how they reacted…what I 
started, was to talk back at children, about what I was 
seeing, their reaction, giving space to fill that in, and 

that really helped their self-awareness (A)

All those circles we’d done over the years enabled 
that to happen without any input. The self-

awareness they had… recognised that when they 
brought that together socially, it affected one 
another in ways that they had not expected 

and…needed to put right…I could see children 
offering forgiveness to each other. D, with his hot 
temper coming in and asking…people to forgive 

him. That language of trust and love and 
compassion and forgiveness was very clear …just in 

the way they talked to each other. (A).



What we discovered In terms of 
developing self-

esteem and 
confidence, to watch 
that grow. Their self-
assuredness, because 
they’d been assured, 

over four years, 
“…whoever they are, 
whatever they are, 
you’re accepted, it’s 

OK.” Their 
engagement was 

different, with each 
other and with the 
process of learning 

…because it was the 
whole person that 
was different. (B)

…because of their 
self-awareness of 

what helps them to 
cope, they start using 
that, communally, to 

be in supportive 
relationship with one 

another. I saw that 
repeatedly with other 

children feeling 
upset, and other 

children going over, 
and because they’d 

such a good 
understanding of 
each other, they 

offered to help and 
provide that support 
for one another (A).

The self-awareness led to a communal 
understanding of identity and function, reflected in 

actual character change….

…when they were generous toward each other was

the real success. And that was a sign there was

growth taking place, fear going away, because we’d

started with people…throwing chairs…really angry

…threatening in their behaviour…and that had gone,

so we had people like F saying “No, I’ll help M, and I’ll

sit next to you…yup, I’ll walk with you…I’ll be your

friend on the playground” So simple things which

were not done just in parrot fashion, but genuinely,

their behaviour towards each other was different.

And that was really lovely to see. They had a secure

identity and that idea “Oh, yeah, we’re one, we’re one

class, we’re a community, we can do this together”.

They always came back to that (B).



What we discovered

I learnt a lot about community 
living. I’m not referring to my 

experience as a class, but…thinking 
of the school community, the staff. 

I hadn’t really taken on what 
community living really is. As a 

teacher, you live most of your day 
with people you’re put with…and 

obviously, I watched people 
around me, leaders, and I was 

really challenged about community 
living, and managing some of the 

different relationships (B)

I made myself…truly vulnerable. I had to 
apologise a couple of times because I 

wasn’t quite what I should have been in 
modelling….community, and….it made 

the children realise, “Oh, this is genuine, 
this is human, it isn’t that she’s better 
than us or never makes a mistake (B).

….not only in the children but also in the teachers too…



Impact of restorative practice 
on communal health…
• …shown in children’s ability to forgive and receive forgiveness

- balance of justice and forgiveness leading to full restoration

• …shown in the growth of trust as a function of relationship
- trusting themselves, their reactions, as well as one another

• …shown in children’s self-awareness and identity-in-community
- practices leading to ‘reliability structures’ and dependable reactions 

• …shown in the creation of affectionate community
- rooted in teacher humility, love and ownership by the children
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