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Schools are full of con-
flicts: Conflicts between stu-
dents, between teachers, and 
between students and teach-
ers. Full Circle Restorative 
Justice (FCRJ), an organiza-
tion that was originally aimed 
at helping young people who 
got involved in the criminal 
justice system, now also works 
to resolve conflicts within the 
schools in a new way. 

Kimberly Parker is the ex-
ecutive director of the FCRJ 
and played a major role in 
incorporating restorative jus-
tice practices in schools. A 
group of students in 2019 
told her how they thought the 
environment at Salida High 
School could be changed in a 
positive way. They wanted an 
environment that supported 
students in facilitating diffi-
cult conversations, particu-
larly around conflicts. They 
noticed that without a sched-
uled time for mindful conflict 

Full Circle Restorative Justice
resolution, it often did not 
happen at all. 

“Once I heard from these 
students about their desire to 
do this in school and change 
the system, I applied for a 
grant,” Parker explained. 

Afterwards, the FCRJ pro-
gram received a grant from 
the Colorado Attorney Gen-
eral’s office  that allowed for 
the program to be funded for 
a few years to serve students’ 
and schools’ needs. 

Natalie Millis, the Restor-
ative Schools Program Coor-
dinator has been working with 
Buena Vista High School and 
Horizons Exploratory Acad-
emy, explained the benefits 
of incorporating restorative 
practices into schools. 

“I can say that from many 
of the students I’ve talked 
to, they’ve reported that it 
feels good to just be able to 
sit down and be treated like a 
whole person.” 

Unlike the sometimes 
harsh and unfair punishments 
that can be seen in some 
schools, FCRJ uses what they 
call a restorative method to-
ward solving problems rather 
than a punishment method. 

While a punishment meth-
od figures out what rule was 
broken and what the punish-
ment should be, a restorative 
method is more focused on 
who was hurt by the person’s 
actions, and what the person 
who was hurt needs to heal. 

“When people are dealing 
with retribution or punish-
ment systems, it causes fear, 
and when people feel fear, 
they don’t share as much 
about their needs or about 
what really happened. They 
don’t share as much about 
what they need to make sure 
that doesn’t happen again,” 
Parker said. 

Punishment system’s isolate 
people, such as suspending a 
student or sending someone 
to jail, but this often doesn’t 
get to the root of the problem. 

“In RJ, instead of just pun-
ishing one student we try to 
see what the deeper issues are 
and get it all out on the ta-
ble and support students and 
teachers to resolve it,” Millis 
says. 

She explains how there is 
often a bigger picture to many 
fights, and both people having 
the ability to talk and see one 
another’s’ side of the story can 
be really powerful. 

For example, two students 
at BVHS who had been fight-
ing for years finally solved 
their conflict in a restorative 
justice circle with Millis. 

“It literally took them sit-
ting down in a restorative 
justice circle to understand 
that they were really attacking 
things about the other person 
that they had in common.” 

“A really big part of RJ in 
schools that’s really impact-
ful for students is just getting 
them to understand common-
ality, and that is what drives 
behavior change,” she added. 

Research shows that 
schools that use restorative 

practices have a decrease in 
aggressive behavior, suspen-
sions, and students dropping 
out. 

The leadership at SHS is 
already taking steps to incor-
porate FCRJ practices into 
the system. 

“My vision would be to 
help SHS assess the needs 
that they have across all the 
students and have a whole 
change in the disciplinary cul-
ture and how it’s done. School 
leadership is already working 
to make this happen,” Parker 
said. 

Students can also take an 
active role in their school 
communities. 

“There’s a huge social me-
dia component to this,” Park-
er said. “Students could do 
something really powerful.” 

Coming together to create 
a shared set of values around 
social media and conflicts 
could create a more comfort-
able and safe learning envi-
ronment in the classroom. 

In the midst of the disputes 
and stress that come with high 
school, the Full Circle Restor-
ative Justice program offers an 
alternative to looking at and 
solving conflicts in school and 
outside of it. 

Story by Lucia Zettler

SERVERS: Salida High School National Honors Society volunteer for a Guidestone fundrais-
ing dinner at Hutchinson Ranch on September 19, 2021. From left to right the members are 
senior Ethan Nejame Zeist, senior Arlo Follet, Vice President senior Elijah Wilcox, President 
senior Kuper Banghart, historian senior Toby Lawson, senior Macy Mazzeo, and senior Lydia 
Tonnesen.

CIRCLE UP: Junior and Senior students meet 
for a peer mediation training led by FCRJ.
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