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Relationship and Community Building Circles 

 

Circles are a great way to foster a sense of community among students. Also, they allow quieter voices 

to be heard and limit the amount of time that more talkative students have the floor. Arrange chairs in a 

circle (younger students may prefer to sit on the floor) and have students answer the questions in turn. 

Frequently a “talking piece” helps students wait their turn and gives a physical reminder of who has 

permission to speak.  

 

Circles may be used to begin or end a day or week. For example, a check-in circle may be held at the 

beginning of the day (or the beginning of the week) in an elementary school or at the beginning of a 

class at higher grade levels. It can be short or long, but tends to be a quick activity that should only take 

a few minutes.  

 

Example Check-In Circle 

Welcome everyone to the circle. Explain to students that the check-in circle is an opportunity to talk 

about themselves and what might be on their mind. 

 

Pass the talking piece with one of the following check-in questions or prompts. The teacher models 

responding to the question or prompt first.  

 

 What is something you are looking forward to today or this week? 

 Tell us about a high point (and/or a low point) in your life since our last check-in. 

 What do others need to know about how you are feeling today? 

 What’s really on your mind this morning? 

 

Pass the talking piece again for students to respond to one another or make additional comments. 

 

Pass the talking piece and ask the following question. The teacher models responding to the question or 

prompt first.  

 

 How did you like the circle today? 

 

Thank everyone for participating in the circle.  

 

The check-in circle might incorporate several questions – one might be personal, another academic, and 

a third interpersonal (e.g., what makes a good friend). Likewise, a check-out circle may be held at the 

end of the day (or the end of the week). Some possible check-out questions include: 

 

 What was your favorite thing about today (this week)? 

 What are you looking forward to for the rest of the day (this weekend)? 

 Give a compliment to someone for something they did well this week.  
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Remember to start with low-risk questions (e.g., what is your favorite color) when first introducing 

students to circles. Also, remember to praise students for their participation – even if they struggle. 

Resistance (e.g., silliness, refusing to talk, interrupting, etc.) is usually a result of fear and will go away 

quickly if it is dealt with immediately in a firm but caring way. You may also offer students the option to 

pass or to come back to them if they are struggling to think of an answer.  

 

What are your ideas for additional check-in and check-out circle questions or prompts? 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Restorative Circles  

 

The purpose of a restorative circle is to talk about and resolve an incident of conflict or harm within the 

classroom or school community. The teacher acts as a neutral facilitator between students and 

encourages students to address each other rather than the teacher. Only students who were involved in 

the incident should typically participate in the restorative circle.  

 

Welcome everyone to the circle.  

 

Say, “We are in circle today to work out how to make things right after (briefly summarize the incident 

being resolved). Our goal in the circle is to understand how everyone has been impacted by what 

happened and what things we can do to repair the harm that happened as a result of this incident. We 

will also try to figure out what we can do to make sure it does not happen again. I want to thank 

everyone for their willingness to be a part of finding a good way forward out of a difficult situation.” 

 

Offer the basic circle guidelines (e.g., respect the talking piece, speak honestly, speak respectfully, listen 

with respect, remain in the circle, and honor confidentiality). Check with the group by asking if there are 

any additional guidelines that they would like to add for this circle. 

 

Start with the offender. If there are multiple offenders or it is not clear who is the offender, start with 

the person that has been most affected. Ask the following questions in order: 

 

 What happened? 

 What were you thinking of at the time? 

 What have you thought about since? 

 Who has been affected by what you have done? In what way? 

 

Next, ask the victim (or if there are multiple victims ask them in turn) the following questions: 

 

 What did you think when you realized what had happened? 

 What have you thought about since? 

 What impact has this incident had on you and others? 

 What has been the hardest thing for you? 

 

Pass the talking piece and ask all students the following questions: 

 

 What do you think needs to happen to make things right? 

 What else needs to happen to make sure it does not happen again? 

 What will each of you now do to help improve your relationship with one another? 

 

Pass the talking piece again and ask, “Does anyone have anything else they want to say?” 

 

Thank everyone for participating in the circle.  
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Restorative Conference Preparation 

Adapted from Restorative Justice Conferencing by Ted Wachtel, Terry O’Connnel, & Ben Wachtel 

 

In schools, the conference may serve as an alternative to suspension and expulsion. A single conference 

should be held for an incident, even when there are multiple offenders or multiple victims. For a 

conference to proceed, victims and offenders must voluntarily agree to participate, and offenders must 

admit to the offense. Where victims and offenders differ on facts or degrees of responsibility, facilitators 

should work to sort them out, making each party aware of the other’s views prior to the conference.  

 

Who Should Facilitate the Conference? 

Restorative conferences may be facilitated by professionals (e.g., teachers, administrators, school social 

workers) as part of their jobs. Facilitators should not run conferences for incidents that directly affected 

them or when they have played a counseling or support role with the offenders or victims. 

 

Time Frames 

In most cases facilitators should move quickly, limiting the time between the incident and the 

conference to a couple of weeks.  

 

When Not to Run a Conference 

The conference should not run unless the offender has admitted their part in the incident, and the 

victim has agreed to participate.  

 

Choosing a Time and Place 

Facilitators should seek a conference room that is readily available or that they can reserve in advance. 

The room should be large enough for the expected number of participants, be private and free from 

interruptions and have access to restrooms. If possible, rooms should also have access to a copy 

machine for duplicating the conference agreement. Scheduling the conference can sometimes be 

complicated, especially if there are multiple offenders or victims. Facilitators need a tentative time and 

date for the conference before contacting possible participants.  

 

Selecting and Inviting Participants 

As a courtesy to the victims, facilitators should first contact the offenders and ensure their willingness to 

participate in a conference. This will save the victims any disappointment should the offenders decline. 

At a minimum, offenders should admit to the offense to be eligible for a conference, although some 

offenders may minimize or displace responsibility. Facilitators should address the offenders’ need to 

take full responsibility during a preconference meeting.  

 

When contacting people, facilitators explain the conference process and its benefits, answer questions, 

encourage and secure attendance at the conference, and build rapport and trust. It is vital for facilitators 

to speak with all participants before the conference, including victims, offenders, their supporters, and 

others. In most cases, telephone contact is sufficient to explain the process and build rapport.  

 

Determining who to invite as supporters is an important part of conference preparation. Victims and 

offenders may nominate anyone they choose. Facilitators may also invite individuals who do not clearly 
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fall into the category of victim, victim supporter, or offender supporter, but who have been directly 

affected by the incident in some way (e.g., someone who witnessed the incident). Sometimes victims 

and offenders make the initial contact with their nominated supporters to tell them about the 

conference and to let them know the facilitator will call.  

 

When facilitators receive a case, they must learn what will happen if the case does not result in a 

conference, if no agreement is reached, or if the offender fails to satisfy the agreement. If there is no 

protocol, facilitators need to discuss the matter with those who have the authority to decide.  

 

What to Cover in the Initial Meeting 

 Introduce yourself and discuss your understanding of the incident. 

 Explain the purpose of a restorative conference in general and specifically for this case. 

 Stress the importance of their involvement.  

 Discuss the conference process. 

o Describe the script and review the questions that will be asked.  

o Describe the agreement phase.  

 Explain the responsibilities of participants in the process during and after the meeting. 

 Encourage them to think about what they want to say and to share any questions, thoughts, or 

concerns. 

 For victims and offenders, ask who will be their supporters at the conference. Victims and 

offenders may nominate school personnel (e.g., counselors, coaches) friends, family, community 

members (e.g., neighbors, religious leaders) or others.  

 Ask if there are other questions. 

 Ensure the person has the date, time, and location of the conference.  

 

Contacting Offenders and Young Offenders’ Parents 

When contacting offenders, facilitators should introduce themselves and explain the purpose of the 

conference. For example: 

 

“Hi, my name is (facilitator’s name). I’m with (school), and I’m working on setting up a conference 

dealing with (brief description of offense). I’d like to offer you an opportunity to attend a conference 

instead of handling the matter through school disciplinary procedures. The conference will help us learn 

how people have been affected by what you/your child did and how to repair the harm that has 

resulted. We are not going to decide whether you/your child is good or bad. We just want to discuss 

how your/your child’s inappropriate behavior affected other people and how to repair the harm.” 

 

Facilitators should explain the conference process, who will be present, and what the offender can 

expect to be asked at the conference. If the offender is not of legal age, the facilitators may need to 

contact the offender’s parents/guardians before speaking with the offender.  

 

With young offenders, facilitators may speak with offenders and their parents together, but it is 

important to speak with each individually as well. Facilitators need to establish individual rapport with 
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offenders and work to ensure that offenders begin the conference by accepting responsibility for what 

they did, without rationalizing, minimizing, or making excuses.  

 

Facilitators prepare offenders during their preconference meetings by having them say what happened 

in their own words. Facilitators should speak to offenders in a positive tone and listen to the offenders 

tell their stories. As a closing statement, facilitators can ask offenders to think about how people have 

been affected by their actions. This preparation helps offenders start off on the right foot in the 

conference. 

 

Contacting Victims and Young Victims’ Parents 

When contacting victims, facilitators should introduce themselves and explain the purpose of the 

conference. For example: 

 

“Hi, my name is (facilitator’s name). I’m with (school), and I’m working on setting up a conference 

dealing with (brief description of offense), in which you/your child were unfortunately harmed. I am 

organizing a conference to deal with the incident because it can provide you with an opportunity to 

meet (offender’s name), tell (offender’s name) how you were affected, ask questions and have direct 

involvement in deciding what happens. I’d like to tell you about the conference and answer your 

questions, so you can decide if you/your child would like to participate. The conference is an alternative 

to handling the matter through school disciplinary procedures, and most people find it a more satisfying 

way to repair the harm that has resulted. (Offender’s name) has admitted committing the offense and 

has agreed to participate in the conference. While I can’t guarantee what the outcome of the 

conference will be, I can tell you that it usually goes well.” 

 

Facilitators should explain the conference process, who will be present, what will be asked, and what 

victims can reasonably expect. Facilitators should describe to victims the potential benefits of the 

conference process, which include: telling the offender how they were affected, holding the offender 

accountable and having a say in how to repair the harm, possibly receiving an apology and restitution 

and asking the offender questions about the offense.  

 

Facilitators must not pressure victims to participate in a conference. Facilitators can tell victims the 

advantages of the conference and how other victims have responded to the process. Facilitators should 

also tell the victims if the offenders express a different view about what happened or if offenders seem 

particularly lacking in remorse. While facilitators should not “sell” the victim on the conference, they can 

express their enthusiasm for the value of conferencing. If victims decline participation, facilitators 

should thank them for their consideration.   

 

Contacting Offender and Victim Supporters 

Facilitators should speak with all supporters before the conference. Building rapport with supporters 

increases the chances of a successful conference because they will be more likely to work with the 

facilitator to see that the process goes well. 
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When contacting offender and victim supporters, facilitators must introduce themselves and explain the 

conference process, how the conference will benefit the victim, offender, and themselves, and why their 

participation will be helpful. For example: 

 

“Hi, my name is (facilitator’s name). I’m with (school), and I’m working on setting up a conference 

dealing with (brief description of offense). (Offender’s name or victim’s name) has asked for you to be at 

the conference to support them. The conference will help us learn how people have been affected by 

what happened and how to repair the harm that has resulted. Your presence would benefit the process, 

and I know (offender’s name or victim’s name) would like you to attend.” 

 

Sometimes supporters know little or nothing about the incident, so facilitators may tell them more 

about what happened. It may help if victims or offenders contact their nominated supporters to explain 

the conference and let them know the facilitator will be calling.  

 

Conference Seating Guide 

Facilitators should develop a conference seating plan. In the conference, participants should be seated 

close together in a circle, with no tables or other obstructions in the middle. Tables can inhibit 

emotional expression because they obscure body language and can be used as protective barriers by 

participants. The circle also symbolizes community. 

 

Offenders and their supporters should sit in the circle on one side of the facilitator, and victims and their 

supporters should sit in the circle on the other side of the facilitator. The offender group usually sits on 

the right and the victim group on the left. Offenders and victims should sit near their closest supporters 

and near, but not necessarily next to the facilitator.  

 

Participants who are not explicitly a victim or offender supporters can be seated between the two 

groups, opposite the facilitator. If facilitators feel that a particular participant may be disruptive or 

troublesome in the conference, they may choose to seat the participant nearest to them to make it 

more uncomfortable for that person to be disruptive.  

 

Figure 1. Example Seating Chart 
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Additional Preparation 

Facilitators should be familiar with the conference script and read through it to determine the order that 

participants will speak, noting the order on the script or seating plan. Labels with participants’ names 

can be placed on the seats before participants arrive. Also, facilitators will provide tissues, which signify 

to participants that emotional expression is acceptable, and refreshments for the informal period after 

the conference.  

 

Facilitators should have a clipboard or folder with the seating plan, the conference script, and blank 

paper for developing the conference agreement and agreement forms or other forms to be completed. 

Throughout the conference, facilitators should be calm, take their time, speak evenly and allow silence 

between speakers and questions. They should always be respectful, especially when responding to a 

challenge. Facilitators should never express personal opinions about the incident or make suggestions. 

However, as guardians of the conference process, they must be ready to assert themselves with 

participants who stray from the conference focus or otherwise disrupt the process.  

 

Often participants will speak directly to the facilitator when answering questions, inhibiting group 

interaction. To discourage this, facilitators can look at their scripts or other participants. For example, if 

an offender expresses remorse about the offense, the facilitator can look at the victim to encourage the 

offender to address the victim.  

 

In addition, when questioning participants, facilitators may be tempted to nod their heads in support. 

Others may see this as approval or agreement and think the facilitator is partial. Therefore, facilitators 

should avoid nodding their heads when participants speak.  

 

Facilitator’s Preparation Checklist 

 Do you have a clear understanding of the incident? 

 Is a conference needed? 

 Has the offender admitted responsibility? 

 Have you invited all necessary participants? 

 Have you spoken or met with all participants and secured their attendance? 

 Do participants understand the conference process and its purpose? 

 Do participants know how to contact you? 

 Have you reserved a suitable room? 

 Do participants know the date, time, and location of the conference? 

 Have you developed a seating plan? 

 Are you familiar with the conference facilitator’ script? 

 Have you thought about how the conference may unfold? 

 Do you need assistance, a co-facilitator or an observer to give you feedback? 

 Do you know what may happen if the conference does not reach an agreement or the offender 

fails to satisfy the agreement? 

 Do you have the following items for the conference? 

o A copy of the conference facilitator’s script 

o Agreement forms or other required forms 
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o The conference seating plan 

o Participant seating labels 

o A “do not disturb” sign 

o A box of tissues 

o Refreshments 
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Restorative Conference Facilitator Script 

Adapted from Restorative Justice Conferencing by Ted Wachtel, Terry O’Connnel, & Ben Wachtel 

 

1. Preamble 

 

“Welcome. As you know, my name is (your name) and I will be facilitating this conference.” 

 

Now introduce each conference participant and state their relationship to the offender/s or 

victim/s. 

 

“Thank you all for attending. I know that this is difficult for all of you, but your presence will help 

us deal with the matter that has brought us together. This is an opportunity for all of you to be 

involved in repairing the harm that has been done.” 

 

“This conference will focus on an incident that happened (state that date, place and nature of 

offense without elaborating). It is important to understand that we will focus on what (offender 

name/s) did and how that unacceptable behavior has affected others. We are not here to decide 

whether (offender name/s) is/are good or bad. We want to explore in what way people have been 

affected and hopefully to work toward repairing the harm that has resulted. Does everyone 

understand this?” 

 

“(Offender name/s) has/have admitted their part in the incident.” 

 

Say to offender/s: “I must tell you that you do not have to participate in this conference and are 

free to leave at any time, as is anyone else. If you do leave, the matter will be handled in another 

way.” 

 

“This matter, however, may be finalized if you participate in a positive manner and comply with 

the conference agreement.” 

 

Say to offender/s: “Do you understand?” 

 

2. Offender/s 

 

“We’ll start with (one of the offender’s names).” 

 

If there is more than one offender, heave each respond to all of the following questions. 

 

 What happened? 

 What were you thinking about at the time? 

 What have you thought about since? 

 Who has been affected by what you have done? In what way? 
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3. Victim/s 

 

If there is more than one victim, have each respond to all of the following questions.  

 What did you think when you realized what had happened? 

 What impact has this incident had on you and others? 

 What has been the hardest thing for you? 

 

4. Victim Supporters 

 

Have each respond to all of the following questions. 

 

 What did you think when you heard about the incident? 

 How do you feel about what happened? 

 What has been the hardest thing for you? 

 What do you think are the main issues? 

 

5. Offender Supporters 

 

To parent/guardian ask: “This has been difficult for you, hasn’t it? Would you like to tell us about 

it? 

 

Have each respond to the following questions. 

 

 What did you think when you heard about the incident? 

 How do you feel about what happened? 

 What has been the hardest thing for you? 

 What do you think are the main issues? 

 

6. Offender/s 

 

Ask the offender/s: “Is there anything you want to say at this time?” 

 

7. Reaching An Agreement 

 

Ask the victim/s: “What would you like from today’s conference?” 

 

Ask the offender/s to respond. 

 

At this point, the participants discuss what should be in the final agreement. Solicit comments from 

participants.  

 

It is important that you ask the offender/s to respond to each suggestion before the group moves to 

the next suggestion, asking “What do you think about that?” Then determine that the offender/s 

agree/s before moving on. Allow for negotiation. 
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As the agreement develops, clarify each item and make the written document as specific as possible, 

including details, deadlines and follow-up arrangements. 

 

As you sense that the agreement discussion is drawing to a close, say to the participants: “Before I 

prepare the written agreement, I’d like to make sure that I have accurately recorded what has 

been decided.” 

 

Read the items in the agreement aloud and look to the participants for acknowledgement. Make any 

necessary corrections. 

 

8. Closing The Conference 

 

“Before I formally close this conference, I would like to provide everyone with a final opportunity 

to speak. Is there anything anyone wants to say?” 

 

Allow for participants to respond, and when they are done, say: “Thank you for your contributions 

in dealing with this difficult matter. Congratulations on the way you have worked through the 

issues. Please help yourselves to some refreshments while I prepare the agreement.” 

 

Allow participants ample time to have refreshments and interact. The informal period after the 

formal conference is important.  
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Welcome Back After Suspension Conference 

 

If a student has been out of school as a result of a disciplinary action, the student needs to reconnect 

with the school community in a positive way. The purpose of the conference is to reduce anxiety about 

the return of the student to the school by sharing perspectives or concerns, to affirm connections with 

multiple members of the school community for the student, and to nurture a sense of unity toward 

success for the student.  

 

Welcome everyone to the circle.  

 

Pass the talking piece and ask participants to respond to the following prompt. The facilitator models 

responding to the question or prompt first.  

 

 Introduce yourself and tell us how you know (name of student). 

 

Offer the basic circle guidelines (e.g., respect the talking piece, speak honestly, speak respectfully, listen 

with respect, remain in the circle, and honor confidentiality). Check with the group by asking if there are 

any additional guidelines that they would like to add for this circle. 

 

Pass the talking piece and ask the following questions: 

 

 What are the strengths or capacities of (name of student) that they can bring to this school? 

 

 What can you offer to support (name of student)’s success in school? 

 

 What steps are necessary to ensure (name of student)’s success in school? Who will be 

responsible for ensuring each step is completed? 

 

 What are your last thoughts as we close the circle? 

 

Pass the talking piece again and ask, “Does anyone have anything else they want to say?” 

 

Thank everyone for participating in the circle.  
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Action Plan 
In the space below, write your action plan – that is, what you are making a commitment to use from 

this training.  
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Important Concepts 
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Important Concepts 

 

 


