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Holding a Restorative 
Conversation 

In a Restorative Conversation an appropriate 
adult (a school staff member, whānau member, or 
community/cultural leader) steps into a situation of 
low-level confl ict before it escalates, and models a 
best-practice approach for the student with whom 
they are ‘conversing’. 

To be effective, the conversation needs to be part of 
a planned approach:

Relying on one-on-one chat alone is rarely effective. 
It may take many of these conversations – this is a 
process to teach young people how to think about 
their behaviour. At a neurological level, we now 
understand that we are creating new neural pathways 
in young brains, and there is no quick fi x that 
does this!

Thorsborne and Blood, 2013, page 42

PHASES OF THE RESTORATIVE 
CONVERSATION

The Restorative Conversation is built around a 
process of three phases: preparation, participation, 
and follow-up.

For a low-key, informal conversation, preparation 
can be very brief:

• Am I ready to talk? Do I know what I will ask 
them? 

• Are they ready to talk?

• Where is the appropriate place to have the talk? 

Participation involves the discussion with the 
student, with the adult asking questions in a way 
that engages the student and elicits as much 
response as possible to address:

• What has happened?

• How is this behaviour affecting others? 

• What do you need to do to fi x things now? 

• What support do you need to make sure this 
doesn’t happen again today and in the future?

Follow-up provides the opportunity to touch base 
with the student (or students). This part of the 
process ensures that those who have caused the 
harm have understood the agreement to repair 
the harm with those affected. It also creates an 
opportunity to affi rm the efforts made by the 
student to repair the harm and to consider next steps 
if the terms of the agreement have not been met.

• What has worked well?

• What do you need more support with?

• If the obligations of the agreement have not 
been met within the agreed time frame, what 
happens now?

 Adapted from Jansen and Matla, 2011b

THE ART OF ASKING QUESTIONS – 
WHY NOT “WHY?”

Everyone has their own favourite ways of asking 
questions. However, asking “Why?” can be a barrier 
to opening a dialogue with another person. 

“Why?” can sound like a challenge or an accusation. 
The other person may feel they need to justify their 
behaviour or can become suspicious and defensive. 
A student may not know why they behaved in the 
way they did; the answer is more likely to be “I don’t 
know” than a response that will lead to a Restorative 
Conversation. The best strategy is to try to establish 
the reason for the behaviour without asking directly.

View questions as an opportunity to open discussion 
and encourage thought rather than simply a test or 
challenge designed to get the correct response.

McQueen, 2010, page 128
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FIGURE 2: THE THREE PHASES OF A RESTORATIVE 
CONVERSATION


