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FLAGSTAFF DEAN BRINGS
RESTORATIVE PRACTICES TO
TROUBLED HIGH SCHOOL
Kevin Pugh is Flagstaff Academy’s Dean of School Culture, and Senior Associate at
Restorative Solutions, and is largely responsible for implementing Restorative Practice at
Flagstaff Academy five years ago. The shift in culture here has resulted in a supportive
school culture with an 80% decrease in suspensions, and a large decrease in overall
discipline measures.  Riverton High School in Wyoming is a school with several difficult
challenges many other schools don’t encounter. Low income and poverty, alcohol and drug
abuse and violent crime plague many students’ lives, resulting in high suspension and
expulsion rates, high truancy rates and high drop-out rates. The school has a strong
desire, and need, to shift their culture to one where students and teachers feel safe and
supported.

The school wants to reduce drop-outs, suspensions, expulsions and truancies, and create
a safer, supportive environment for all. They contacted Restorative Solutions, an
organization committed to bringing Restorative Practices to individuals, schools and
organizations for help. Restorative Practices have a positive, long-term impact wherever
implemented, even in the most challenging situations such as those faced by Riverton
High School.
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Riverton High School staff participate in Connection Circles Kevin Pugh

Pugh  visited Riverton High School with Co-Trainer and Principle at Restorative Solutions,
Randy Compton, to coach Administrators and Teachers on Restorative Practices, and how
to integrate them into the classroom.

The coaching focused mainly on Connection Circles, a simple tool often introduced as the
first step in introducing Restorative Practices to an organization.  Connection circles are a
simple, and incredibly effective, Restorative tool that helps build a sense of community with
members of an organization.

 “Connection circles touch on the first two Rs that are considered preventative in
Restorative Practices: Respect and Relationship. Connection circles don’t have to involve
deep questions or take a long time; the goal is getting students and teachers to know each
other, so they can begin to connect with each other in new ways,” said Pugh.  “Students
and teachers sit in a circle, and answer a prompt. A prompt can be as simple as ‘Who is
your favorite superhero,’ but can sometimes involve processing something that may have
occurred in class, or a more sensitive subject,” said Pugh. It’s a tool meant to be used
daily, so students and teachers can feel comfortable speaking to each other. Flagstaff
students participate in Connection Circles in their classrooms regularly. The practice is a
foundational piece of Restorative Practices.

“The biggest piece of feedback we received is how the resistant teachers began
connection circles, and it converted them, and changed their philosophies on restorative
practices. A football coach said it changed the way he coached his team, and how his
teammates interacted. It impacted how teachers showed up as a teacher.” According to
Pugh, many people view connection circles as deep feeling work. “It’s not, it’s inclusion
work. It’s getting all the voices in a room to be heard and acknowledged, and to give them
a sense of belonging and safety.” 

“A lot of the training was problem solving connection circles, running through scenarios
and resolving issues the teachers and staff encountered during the year. Then, we began
teaching Restorative Conversations.” Restorative conversations focus on individual
conversations with staff members and students in an informal setting to arrive at a verbal
agreement designed to improve the working relationship between the two.
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Restorative practices breaks down the adversarial relationships between authorities and
students, and allows for true relationships to develop. According to staff members at the
training, more students are asking for help, students are asking for connection circles, and
students are developing relationships with each other and with staff members.

 “The most surprising thing was the level of converts to the process,” said Pugh. “There
were teachers and coaches who didn’t have buy-in last year, who stood up and
encouraged the new teachers and other teachers who haven’t participated to have faith in
the process, that it truly makes a difference.” 

Restorative Practices, when implemented and used, reduce the need for the disciplinary
portion. Restorative Practices is most often known as Restorative Justice, but the Justice
piece is the conflict-resolution piece, explained Pugh. Restorative Practices is successful
when students feel safe, have the ability to develop relationships with teachers and other
students, and can use conflict-resolution skills.  “These are integral attributes to
environments that have a strong positive impact on a student’s ability to learn and grow.” In
the one year of using connection circles, the High School has seen a decrease in truancy,
drop-out rates, suspensions and expulsions.

Riverton High School has committed to fully implementing Restorative Practices over the
course of five years. The next phase for the school is to shift their documentation from
punitive discipline to restorative discipline, and to begin solving discipline issues with
restorative practices and justice.
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