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1.

Introduction

Have you ever sat down in a class or training, excited to engage in a discussion about important issues, only to experience a long lecture with PowerPoint slides, ending in an unstructured invitation for “Questions?” or “Thoughts?” Have you noticed that it is the same few voices that always chime in, while the rest of the class is silent?

Have you ever been part of a class or training where the teacher begins a conversation on a controversial topic without first taking the time to build the relationships, trust, and structure for that conversation to be respectful? Have you noticed feelings of exclusion, shame, misunderstanding, or intimidation in yourself and others?

Have you ever spent a day in a class or training participating in engaging activities, building trust and relationships with other participants, and left feeling happy and connected, only to realize that the group never talked about any important or meaningful topics? Have you wished that you could have engaged in an open conversation about issues that really matter with that supportive group?

Most of us have experienced all three of these learning scenarios at one time or another. Sometimes relationship and trust building are missing, and as a result, the class lacks the sense of safety necessary for a productive conversation to occur. Sometimes a well-structured and intentional framework to dialogue about important issues is missing, and the group loses the opportunity to learn from each other’s experiences and perspectives. Sometimes both of these important factors are missing. Even within the restorative justice community, where cultivating relationships, respectful communication, and ensuring equal voice are central goals, teaching spaces still often fall into one of these traps and fail to deliver the connected, courageous, honest, and empowering learning experiences we need.

The use of games and activities as teaching tools offers an antidote to this problem. Games are interactive and fun and naturally build relationships in a group, creating a strong foundation of trust and comfort that makes respectful conversations about challenging issues possible. The shared experience of a game presents a clear structure and entry to begin important dialogue that allows participants to learn from each other. Students leave the class feeling engaged, informed, and energized, as does the teacher. Our hope is that this book will encourage you to experiment with this style of teaching and provide helpful insights and example games to get you started. Be prepared for an increase in laughter, fun, and deeper, more impactful learning experiences.

Why Bring This Style of Teaching to Restorative Justice Practices?

Social institutions often serve to reinforce existing power structures, elevating the voices of those who are already heard and further marginalizing those who are not. The conventional criminal justice system provides a pertinent example of this phenomenon. Within the court space, the voices, perspectives, and opinions of the judge and lawyers are elevated (both by the physical structure and the procedure of the court process) above the voices of both the responsible party and the harmed party. While diversity in the legal field is slowly improving, typically this means the voice of an affluent, white, male legal professional is given greater time, attention, and importance than the voices of the participants in the process, who are frequently racial minorities with less economic opportunity. This contributes to pervasive racism in the criminal justice system, which routinely disadvantages people of color.

The restorative justice movement has, in many ways, been able to disrupt this hierarchy by providing a social space, in the form of the circle or conference process, in which the voice, story, and perspective of each participant is valued equally. While this impact does not always extend beyond the culmination of the restorative justice process, it can serve as a liberatory experience for those present, in which relationships of power and oppression are recognized and countered. More needs to be done, however, as restorative justice in its current form is often criticized for failing to challenge these systems of domination and for privileging the voices of some over others. David Dyck, in particular, has noted that the restorative justice field has been largely dominated by white, middle- to upper-class professionals who have focused too much on individual responsibility and interpersonal facilitation skills. This has resulted in an ignorance and dismissal of the influence of broader contextual factors and the way that societal structures benefit some at the expense of others and ultimately fuel crime.1 Fania Davis argues that in order for restorative justice to be successful, we must endeavor to repair not just interpersonal harm, but also the sociohistorical conditions and institutions that perpetuate harm.2 For example, a school falls short if it only implements restorative justice as a response to individual cases of student misconduct and fails to apply restorative principles to transforming the policies, practices, and individual biases that consistently advantage white students and disadvantage students of color. Restorative endeavors in schools must address zero-tolerance policies, the high rates of suspension and expulsion of African American students compared to their white classmates, and the criminalization of student behavior through the presence of police officers in schools.

From a restorative justice perspective, the perpetuation of social inequities ought to be viewed as a large-scale harm in dire need of reparation. Particularly because structural inequity so often precipitates crime, it is the responsibility of restorative justice practitioners to expand our focus to address these broader social conditions and to uphold restorative values while working within or alongside other social institutions.

Educational spaces, from formal academic classrooms to community trainings, are similarly guilty of creating systems of domination and elevating the voices of those who already hold power over those who do not. In educational contexts, the teacher or trainer is often presented as the only one holding and imparting valuable information in the classroom. This power arrangement inevitably sustains and reinforces inequitable power structures in broader society. When the teacher’s voice is heard and valued above all others, preexisting hierarchies are reinforced and marginalized students are further silenced. The capacity of education to contribute to greater structural and social transformation is thus hindered.

The spaces and organizations in which we teach and train others in restorative justice are a ripe place to begin the transformation towards a more just and equitable society. Education has long been lauded for its capacity to spark social transformation when it is done in a way that is empowering and enlivening to learners, especially those who have typically been excluded from other segments of society. Davis explains that from slavery times to the present, “black people have treasured education as liberatory.”3 She further notes,

Author and educator bell hooks continued this black tradition, exhorting educators to enact a revolutionary pedagogy of resistance that is profoundly anticolonial and anti-racist. This is education as the practice of freedom, as famed critical pedagogist Paulo Freire puts it, and it means implementing practices that both challenge curricular and pedagogical biases that reinforce systems of domination like racism and sexism while simultaneously creating innovative ways to teach diverse groups of students.4

Teaching on restorative justice with a pedagogy grounded in restorative values may also be liberatory and lead to greater social transformation. When the voices, stories, and perspectives of each student are valued and heard equally alongside the teacher, the systems of power and privilege that impact every aspect of our social lives can be revealed. The students and teacher become more conscious of their beliefs and biases, as well as their individual and collective roles in those systems. Games and activities create the opportunity, structure, and trust that support the equal voice necessary for this to take place.

A group of teachers learning restorative justice practices through games and activities have the opportunity to reflect on the varying experiences, backgrounds, and needs of their students and on their own experiences as teachers and students. They learn from self-reflection (What was empowering and what was destructive about my school experience? What are the privileges or disadvantages I’ve had as a result of my identity?) and hearing others’ reflections. Systemic harms that may have previously seemed distant, abstract, or insurmountable come into focus when exemplified through specific individual experiences. Teachers begin to understand how institutionalized oppression and implicit bias cause and perpetuate harm. Participants emerge with a sense of responsibility to discuss these insights and work for social justice in their schools and beyond.

It is the aim of this book to explore methods for teaching restorative concepts and skills in alignment with restorative values. Toward this end, this book offers games and activities as effective tools for creating a highly participatory learning environment that engages the voices, perspectives, and experiences of all present.

As authors, we recognize that we have primarily lived on the benefiting side of society’s harmful power structures. Each author identifies as a white, cisgender, heterosexual woman of US American nationality. The majority of our experiences working in the restorative justice field have taken place in Longmont, Colorado, and Wellington, New Zealand, two relatively affluent, predominantly white communities. It is therefore especially important that we recognize and take responsibility for our own role in perpetuating the forces of imperialist, white supremacist, capitalist patriarchy at play in the United States and elsewhere and consciously endeavor to counter it. In order to confront our privilege and the ways it may be implicitly or explicitly exercised in the classroom, we have committed to evaluation of course delivery and outcomes through observation, self-reflection, and sincere consideration of learners’ feedback and critique. Throughout this book, there is frequent mention of the self-awareness, growth, and constant learning necessary in order to teach in this way. This is an ongoing process for each of us.

A Note on Language

The material in this book is intended to be applicable across learning contexts, including restorative practices trainings and academic classrooms (within universities, schools, or elsewhere). For reasons of simplicity and clarity, we have chosen to primarily refer to the person most responsible for facilitating an experience as the teacher or instructor and those participating in the experience as learners or students. However, when teaching in this way, that relationship is not nearly so binary. The teacher is also always a student, and the student is likewise also a teacher. We refer to the learning environment as a class or training.

Chapter Overviews

This book is divided into two parts. Chapters 2–4 establish the theoretical basis for using games and activities to teach restorative justice practices. Chapters 5–7 contain practical guidance on how to create a restorative learning experience, prepare yourself to facilitate the experience, and design your own games. The final chapter offers a variety of games to get you started. Each chapter begins with a short story that captures an experience of the authors and their colleagues utilizing restorative teaching tools. The stories touch on one or more of the games outlined in Chapter 8 and illustrate an important theme of that chapter.
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