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Foreword

In 2005 we had a significant piece of work ahead of us but 
also a great opportunity. The school, run-down and spread 
across two sites, was in recovery from a difficult period 
and, against the odds, had been thrown a lifeline. We were 
to have a brand new building.

We had many tremendous staff, plus a team of governors 
who were determined to renew the school and take the 
lifeline offered. However, there was a lack of capacity 
across the staff team and confidence from parents and 
the community was at an all-time low. The new Year 7 
intake numbered 86 children. There were meant to be 235. 
There was clearly a lot to do.

With the old building up for demolition, we decided to 
destroy some of our old practices too. Only our best 
approaches made the move with us, to be joined by some 
new mission and vision statements, which – looking back 
– tell a story in themselves:

 ● Allow teachers to teach.

 ● Keep learning going.

 ● Know our children well.

This last one – the need every school must address if it is to 
take the whole community on its journey – became the 
mantra for our relationship-led approach to school 
improvement and provided the platform for our commit-
ment to inclusion.

We quickly witnessed significant improvements built on 
clear organisational structures – ‘controlling the controlla-
bles’ – and through our tightening up of systems and 
processes with highly reliable operational procedures. 
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From the outset, we had a determination to be inclusive 
– ‘every child, every chance’ as we called it. What this 
meant in practice was that we promised that we would 
never permanently exclude a child from the school, while 
– at the same time – worked to reduce fixed-term exclu-
sions. We also committed to improving progress for all 
pupils through an equity approach that went across every 
aspect of our curriculum.

Of course, how to remain inclusive and build a brand new 
culture with the limited resources available was always 
going to be a challenge. We introduced a range of strate-
gies to build trust and loyalty across the school, working 
with staff and pupils in order to create capacity for inclu-
sion. Some of these approaches worked and are still 
working over a decade and a half later. Some fell away 
once they had served their purpose. The coaching pro-
gramme was introduced in 2006 and has since become 
the essential platform for our relationship-led 
community.

By 2010 we found ourselves in a position where we could 
revisit and adapt our mission and value statements. To 
‘Know our children well’ we also added:

 ● Partners in learning.

 ● Character for learning.

 ● Enjoy and achieve.

However, what we didn’t have was a unified language to 
help make clear the expectations and the desired impact 
of this approach. That next leap came to me as a result of 
working in the Leeds Children’s Services team for a period 
in 2009/10, when I was able to collaborate with Nigel 
Richardson and colleagues, who were discussing and 
developing restorative approaches as part of a strategy to 
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Foreword

change practice and move the directorate out of 
intervention.

On return to school I was determined to look at whether 
this approach could provide the structure to support the 
inclusive approach we had been nurturing for the previ-
ous five years. However, the school was used to a way of 
working that we felt was successful. I was concerned that 
adopting a restorative approach now would lead to too 
much change and a weakening of the grip the leaders had 
on the school. However, too many children were not mak-
ing the progress they were capable of, we were excluding 
too many for fixed periods, had too many educated in 
alternative provision and we were still dependent on hav-
ing an inclusion/isolation room.

I knew the next step was going to be critical.

To test whether the school was ready for a more restorative 
approach, I invited Mark Finnis and his team of trainers to 
introduce the staff to restorative practices, the theory 
behind it and some of its potential impacts. I was confi-
dent that the staff were already working with an inclusive 
and relationship-led mindset, but I was also aware that the 
shift to using restorative language and ways of working 
might be a stretch for us all. The day went well. Mark and 
his team pitched the training at just the right level for the 
staff and we never looked back.

One thing became clear right from the outset – a 
restorative approach is not just about how we resolve 
conflict when it arises but about how we think, how we 
make strategy, how the adults behave and what we 
expect from the children. It quickly became obvious that 
implementing a restorative approach to leadership and 
management was not a risk to what we had achieved but 
actually made us all the more effective, not only in terms 
of outcomes but also in building capacity and establishing 
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shared ownership and a sense of community across the 
school. A relational approach substantially supported the 
school’s well-established mission, and values, and had 
immediate impact on the capacity of the school to move 
forward.

We set about creating a training programme for all staff – 
and all children – that is continuous and ongoing. We 
looked to develop and embed a school culture of 
relationship-led working using restorative practices. 
Simplicity of language is critical when it comes to helping 
the school community get, and stay, on board. For us, the 
three key restorative practices that we find work and are 
easy to adopt and understand are:

 ● Engage, explain, expect.

 ● Build, maintain, repair.

 ● High challenge and high support.

We embed these in every aspect of school – with gover-
nors, staff and students – and also in our work with 
parents, partners and other stakeholders.

We continued to work with Mark, Paul Carlile, Paul Moran 
and others to further develop restorative leadership, intent 
on making restorative approaches a ‘way of being’, rather 
than a set of policies and procedures to follow. We still 
keep it simple; we do not deviate from our chosen 
approach and we do not make excuses for non-restorative 
practice.

Our story is, of course, unique and the ‘ducks lined up’ for 
us in a particular way. However, as the leader of the school 
for 16 years – at the time of writing – I am very clear that 
the introduction of restorative practice and the spring-
board of Mark Finnis’ training has been the most important 
strategic decision we have ever made. The domino effect 
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on the way we work and the impact on outcomes has 
been remarkable. The school has grown into an all-
through-school, with nearly 1,500 pupils, up from a roll of 
just 638. We have a waiting list for each year group and, 
most importantly, student outcomes and pathways are 
routinely secure. We have never permanently excluded a 
child. We have had fewer than eight children sent home 
for a fixed-term exclusion in each of the last four years. We 
don’t have any children in alternative provision. And, I am 
delighted to say, we shuttered our inclusion/isolation room 
three years ago.

While our school may be unique, our story is simple, really. 
Make sure the leaders and staff are committed to going 
‘the long way round’ when necessary. Make sure they are 
relentless in building and maintaining a culture that pro-
motes the best outcomes for all children. Make sure they 
are all facing in the same direction day after day. 
Relationships lead to connection and connection leads to 
community. A community facing in the same direction is 
a powerful force for change and impact.

We are grateful to Mark for being there at the start of our 
restorative journey, for advising then and since and, most 
importantly, for encouraging us to keep developing our 
practice and understanding. Mark is a national advocate 
for relational and restorative practices in schools and 
across all organisations. His work has touched many pro-
fessionals and impacted on their practice and thereby on 
the outcomes for so many children and adults. I can 
wholeheartedly recommend Mark’s words of wisdom to 
you – they will in themselves provide high challenge and 
high support.

Simon Flowers 
Executive Principal 

Carr Manor Community School
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First thoughts

In a school setting, when a student feels more connected 
to the adults, to their peers and to the school as a whole, 
they will feel happier and therefore be more productive. 
We could even think about the ‘L word’ in this instance. 
They might love being at school, they might love being 
with their teachers – or at least certain ones – they might 
love learning, they might love themselves. After all, it is said 
often enough that the quality of a student’s learning can’t 
exceed the quality of their teachers. But I suggest that 
neither the quality of the teaching nor of the learning can 
exceed the quality of the relationship between the teacher 
and the learner. 

I’m sure that few teachers would disagree that the rela-
tionships they have with their students matter, but I know 
that many feel they don’t have the time to invest in them 
thanks to the stresses of our results-focused system, our 
crowded classrooms and our overcrowded curriculum. 
What’s more, relationships are both simple and hard in 
equal measure, so it’s easy to direct our focus onto the 
more tangible areas of school life – such as results – and, in 
doing so, fall into the trap of forgetting that not everything 
we count counts, and that not everything that counts can 
be counted.

Do we hit the target but miss the point?
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What is this book about?

This, then, is first and foremost a book about relationships.

The first tool to rethinking success is to review the 
value of relationships.

Paolo Gallo1

A relationship-based school – a relational school, as the 
terminology goes – puts creating and strengthening the 
ties of human connection as its number one goal, some-
thing that is written through its policies and actions, like 
the word ‘Morecambe ’ in a stick of rock. 

This is a book about compassion.

Empathy can be described as compassion with imagina-
tion. Who would turn a blind eye to human suffering when 
it is right in front of us? What if we were to step outside of 
ourselves to imagine the suffering of others and then 
react? Most of the time, there is a reason for a behaviour. 
Maybe we are part of the problem and, once we under-
stand that, it makes it a lot easier for us to be part of the 
solution. After all, crime and punishment is easy. Crime 
and compassion is a lot harder.

This is a book about behaviour.

Despite pressures to the contrary, a relational school does 
not intentionally shame children. It doesn’t dole out pun-
ishments like rice at a vegetarian’s wedding. It doesn’t 
isolate children, because it remembers that their basic 

1 P. Gallo, Why Positive Relationships at Work Matter More Than You Think, 

World Economic Forum (16 March 2016). Available at: https://www.weforum.org/

agenda/2016/03/why-positive-relationships-are-key-to-real-success-at-work/.

ITO_RestPrac_150221.indd   2ITO_RestPrac_150221.indd   2 17/02/2021   13:2117/02/2021   13:21



3

First thoughts

need is to be connected. Perhaps the behaviour that pro-
vokes the punishment of isolation is a misjudged attempt 
to connect?

This is a book about behaviours.

What if schools were committed to adopting behaviours 
that promoted consistency in building and managing all 
relationships? What if they insisted on behaviours that 
articulated explicitly that creating and strengthening 
human relationships was the basis of their practice? 
Everyone involved would be required to challenge and 
support each other using relational practice as a point of 
reference. There would need to be agreed processes to 
follow which strengthen relationships and seek to repair 
harm when those relationships break down.

This is a book about change.

This book is about how we might adapt, change slightly or 
even change radically the system and the behaviours that 
operate within it, to better meet the needs of everyone 
involved. To say you believe in relationships is simply not 
enough. We have to be prepared to let go of certainty, of 
being in control, of always being right, of asserting our-
selves because of our age, position or the length of time 
we’ve had a staffroom pigeonhole with our name on it. We 
have to give more time to considering options, to being 
open rather than closed, to seeking change for the better.

Changing attitudes is at the heart of any change process; 
this is just as important as changing behaviours. Your atti-
tude grows out of your mental map, the way in which you 
see the world without needing to look at it, the things you 
think without actively thinking. Your attitude is what lies 
behind your behaviours. Change your attitude and watch 
the dominoes fall.
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This is a book about children and young people.

… in order to develop normally, a child requires pro-
gressively more complex joint activity with one or 
more adults who have an irrational emotional relation-
ship with the child. Somebody’s got to be crazy about 
that kid. That’s number one. First, last, and always.

Urie Bronfenbrenner2

This is a book about leadership, whatever your role.

Change from is one thing. Change to is where leadership 
comes in. ‘What will it look like when it’s done?’ as the say-
ing goes. We need, therefore, a shared vision and a 
strategy for building that vision. An organisation with rela-
tionships truly at the centre, and a vision owned by 
everyone and understood by all. The vision needs to be 
clearly communicated and backed up with strong leader-
ship, leadership that exists at all levels and across all areas, 
driven by those who command respect for their personal 
attributes rather than their status.

This, in turn, requires clear priorities for the entire staff 
community, with key actions and objectives owned by 
everyone. To grow this requires not only specialist and 
bespoke training, but also the development of local think-
ing – what does that look like here, in our context, with 
these children, in this community, at this time? 

This is a book about communities.

2 Quoted in National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, Young Children 

Develop in an Environment of Relationships. Working Paper No. 1 (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Center on the Developing Child, 2004), p. 1. Available 

at: https://developingchild.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2004/04/

Young-Children-Develop-in-an-Environment-of-Relationships.pdf.
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The restorative world that I am describing shares ‘power’ 
across communities and with families. It acknowledges 
people and communities as experts in their own solutions. 
It utilises informal restorative meetings in everyday situa-
tions, and more formal restorative conferences when there 
are serious concerns to be addressed. It uses proactive 
and/or responsive approaches to address concerns safely, 
empower change and maximise personal responsibility.

This is a book about collaboration.

At a time of shortage, resources need to be focused on 
responses to unwanted behaviour and conflict that are 
efficient, effective and, more importantly, which meet the 
needs of the school community and wider society. It must 
be a multi-agency, cross-service approach, involving crim-
inal justice, education, social care, housing, police, 
healthcare providers, the voluntary sector and all other key 
partners – working together so that children and families 
experience coherence.

This is a book about restorative practice.

Put all these things together and you have a vision of 
restorative practice. Do them all and you have restorative 
practice in action. I am proposing, then, that restorative 
practice is the central delivery concept in everything a 
community does. It is the glue that binds together all ser-
vices, with common values owned by all, and builds the 
bridge between teachers and children, and schools and 
communities.

This book is an introduction to restorative practice, not a 
how-to guide. I will share what it is and, in so doing, 
together we can understand better what it isn’t. For exam-
ple, we start with the distinction between restorative 
justice and restorative practice, as confusing the two is like 
referring to the Scottish as ‘English’.
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Just remember while you read, there is, as we at 
Independent Thinking keep banging on about, always 
another way.

Why restorative practice?

Every day, in lots of different ways, our students ask: do I 
matter to you, do you notice me, do I belong here? And, if 
we aren’t careful – because actions speak louder than 
words – the answer will be seen in the behaviours that play 
out. It’s not always what we say or what we do, but how we 
do it and how students end up feeling.

I’ve been working with children, young people, families 
and across communities for over 20 years now and in a 
range of settings. In the early part of my career I often 
thought that it was my job to have all the answers. As the 
person in a position of authority, that it was up to me to 
find the answers rather than ask the right questions to 
help others find their answers. That it fell to me to dole out 
solutions, to rescue children or to make excuses for their 
behaviour, or, often, that of the adults. I guess you can eas-
ily get sucked into that way of working when you spend 
long enough in organisations in which that’s how the sys-
tem operates. You learn to silence that voice in your head 
shouting, ‘Just because we’ve always done it that way, it 
doesn’t mean it’s not incredibly stupid!’

Of course, it’s difficult to change, to move away from tradi-
tions, especially in areas of society in which traditions are 
held up as a good thing, such as education. It’s like folding 
your arms the other way, or putting the other sock on first, 
or supporting Liverpool; it’s just wrong. Within seconds of 
folding your arms the ‘wrong’ way, you will have refolded 
them the ‘right’ way. It’s hard to break habits and because 
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it’s hard, and because humans don’t tend to like hard, we 
go for the easy route and think we can get away with it by 
calling it ‘tradition’.

Yet doing things better means doing things differently, 
which, in turn, means that we need to be ready for those 
feelings of discomfort: up for embracing them rather than 
avoiding them. We need to start striving to be better at 
discovering how we can stop doing old things and start 
doing new ones. Or, at the very least, to do old things in 
new ways. After all, the most dangerous phrase in any 
organisation is: ‘We’ve always done it that way around 
here.’ Not because the old way was wrong by definition, 
but because you aren’t questioning whether it might be.

Now, don’t get me wrong, lots of practices, policies and 
systems do work, but do they work for everyone, all of the 
time? How inclusive are they? Do they serve to create and 
strengthen connections across the organisation? After all, 
for the organisation to flourish, that’s got to be the meas-
ure. Or, as I tell schools when delivering restorative practice 
training, ‘connect before content’ (see Chapter 1 for more 
on this, especially in our post-COVID world). After all, as 
humans, we are hardwired to want to connect and to 
belong. It’s how we’ve lasted so long as a species.

Schools that explicitly put a greater focus on proactively 
building and maintaining relationships will find that there 
will be fewer occasions when relationships break down 
and, therefore, there is a need for them to be repaired. 
Getting involved earlier in the life of a problem will also 
help. For children to feel able to talk, you need adults who 
are willing to listen. When we have adults who are unwill-
ing to listen, we end up with children who are unwilling to 
talk.

The ultimate goal is the adoption of restorative principles 
to inspire communities to feel able to shape their own 

ITO_RestPrac_150221.indd   7ITO_RestPrac_150221.indd   7 17/02/2021   13:2117/02/2021   13:21



8

Independent Thinking on Restorative Practice

futures. This is aimed at providing them with the confi-
dence to resolve their own problems and generate their 
own values. Children, families and professionals all need to 
spend time investing in their own social capital, being pro-
active in capitalising on relationships and putting the 
repair of harm and relationship breakdowns as a key prior-
ity. We want to encourage a shift away from a reactionary 
culture, in which our responses are often emotional and 
un-thought-through, to a more considered and responsi-
ble approach.

Such an undertaking needs everyone to act explicitly, 
across the whole school, with these goals in mind. This 
entails keeping a close eye on our own behaviours and 
habitual practices – which speak louder than any list of 
values on a lanyard, poster or school website – and ensure 
that we treat everyone with respect. We must involve peo-
ple in decisions that affect them, listen actively to each 
other, be empathic and deal with conflicts and tensions in 
a way that seeks to repair harm and sustain relationships. 
This is the core of restorative practice. 
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First thoughts

Restorative practice or 
restorative justice - 

they’re the same thing, 
aren’t they?

Restorative practice and restorative justice are often con-
fused as being the same thing. They’re not – not quite. 
Don’t get me wrong, they both come under the same 
umbrella, with similar values, beliefs, skills and practices. 

Both do with rather than to or for.

Both are all about relationships.

Both are about culture.

Both have clear principles of treating students justly and 
those principles drive our practice.

Both restorative justice and practice give us a very clear 
framework to hang our practice on.

Both are about relationships – one more building and one 
more repairing.

Both support students to recognise that all of their actions 
affect others.

Both help students to consider how best to prevent harm 
and manage conflict.

Both create contexts that restore.

Both are transformational.

One comes a little earlier and one comes a little later.

Both are common sense, but, sadly, common sense isn’t 
always that common. So, let’s make common sense com-
mon practice. 
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Independent Thinking on Restorative Practice

Restorative justice is an approach specifically used when 
resolving conflict and repairing harm. It enables those 
who have been hurt to come together with those who 
caused the hurt to explore and acknowledge the impact 
of their actions and take the necessary steps to put things 
right.

Restorative practice describes a way of being, an under-
pinning ethos, which enables us to build and maintain 
healthy relationships. It provides a strong framework 
within which we can promote a whole-school ethos 
founded on the importance of relationships. This includes 
a range of approaches to managing conflict and tensions 
in a way that repairs harm and mends relationships if and 
when those relationships do break down. 

Before a school can deal with conflict and tensions effec-
tively it must first build up the relationships. This will then 
allow those affected to be able to come back together. A 
teacher I worked alongside in a school in Hull once said to 
me, ‘How can we seek to rebuild relationships with some 
of our students, if there is no relationship there in the first 
place?’ George had a point. 

In this way, schools seek to find inclusive and effective 
approaches that manage and ultimately aim to transform 
a range of behaviours – exhibited by adults as well as by 
children and young people. Learning Together is one 
example of a whole-school restorative practice programme 
for secondary schools. It comprises training for staff in 
restorative practice as well as a school action group 
involving staff and students which oversees implementation 
and ensures school policies and systems are supportive. 
An evaluation using a randomised controlled trial found 
lower rates of bullying in programme schools versus 
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Building Relationships, Improving Behaviour
and Creating Stronger Communities

Restorative
Practice
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A practical and inspiring introduction to 
the use of restorative practice in schools 
to improve behaviour, foster a more caring 
culture and forge relationships that work.
For those educators who are uncomfortable with the punitive world of zero 
tolerance, isolation booths and school exclusions, Mark Finnis – one of the 
UK’s leading restorative practice experts – is here to show you that there is 
another way. 

Drawing on his many years’ experience working with schools, social services 
and local governments across the country, Mark shares all you need to know 
about what restorative practice is, how it works, where to start and the 
many benefits of embedding a relational approach into any educational 
organisation that genuinely has people at its heart.

Covering coaching circles and the power of doing things with (and not to) 
children and young people, to moving your values off lanyards and posters 
and into the lived experience of every member of the school community, 
this book sets out how restorative practice – when done well – can transform 
every aspect of school life.

Suitable for school leaders, educators and anyone 
working with young people.

independentthinkingpress.com

Education Teaching skills and techniques

Mark Finnis is an Independent Thinking Associate and one of 
the UK’s leading exponents of restorative practice. With many 
years’ experience working with schools, local government 
agencies and social services, he is in great demand as a 
speaker and trainer – helping organisations adopt restorative 
practices in a way that is practical and achievable and that 
never loses sight of the children and young people they are all 
aiming to serve. @Markfinnis

Mark Finnis is quite simply the don of restorative practice.
Paul Dix, behaviour specialist, WhenTheAdultsChange.com

An eminently readable and always inspiring reminder of the power of 
working ‘with’. Nigel Richardson, CBE,  

former director of Children’s Services, LEEDS CITY COUNCIL

If you truly want to embrace relationships as the heartbeat of your school 
culture, then this book will show you how. 

Dave Whitaker, Director of Learning, Wellspring Academy Trust
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