
Beautiful Humans: The IIRP’s 12th World Conference
By Laura Mirsky

On October 21-23, 2009, nearly 
three hundred education, social service, 
criminal justice professionals and others 
from 15 countries and 18 U.S. states met 
in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, USA, for 
the 12th IIRP World Conference, “Re-
storing Community in a Disconnected 
World, Part 2.” 

Besides the plenary sessions, the con-
ference consisted of participants sharing 
their work in “breakout” sessions. All 
plenary-session and many breakout-ses-
sion papers are on our website, at: iirp.
org/news_details.php?news_id=MTMw.

Intellectually stimulating and soul-
nourishing, the conference was a celebra-
tion of restorative practices created by 
everyone who attended, whether or not 
they presented a session. Coverage of the 
plenary sessions and a random selection 
of breakout sessions follows:

Wednesday Plenary Sessions 
A panel from West Philadelphia High 

School (in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 
USA), where the practices have helped 
transform a “Persistently Dangerous 
School” included assistant principals 
Natasha Cox and Christine Tavares 
and social worker Kelly Siegal, who 
talked about how restorative practices 
enhanced the good work at the school, 
led by principal Saliyah Cruz. Now when 
students are about to fight, they coach 
each other not to; the football team 
meets in a circle to address its problems; 
when there is an incident that involves 
families or police, they hold a circle; 
and it’s common for students to say, 
“We need a circle!” 

Jennifer Llewellyn, professor at Dal-
housie Law School and director of the 

Nova Scotia Restorative Justice Com-
munity University Research Alliance 
(NSRJ-CURA), in Halifax, Nova Sco-
tia, Canada, discussed Nova Scotia’s 
restorative justice program. Eight years 
on, it spends $1.5 million each year on 
youth restorative justice and is rolling 
out an adult pilot. The programs were 
established by the government, which 
provides funding, oversight and practice 
standards, and have nonprofit partners 
in the community, which implement 
and manage, and the university, which is 
researching the programs. NSRJ-CURA 
is partnering with the IIRP to bring re-
storative practices to schools.

Wednesday Breakout Sessions 
In “Integrating Aggression Replace-

ment Training and Restorative Prac-
tices,” director and principal Addie E. 
Johnson and colleagues Janelle Brown 
and Tristen Lyon discussed their work at 
the Baltimore, Maryland, USA, Wood-
bourne School, for at-risk boys. Results 
of Woodbourne’s “restorative healing 
model” include significant reductions 
in exclusions, academic improvement, 
elimination of student restraints and 
improved staff morale. 

In “Aftercare Reintegration in Juve-
nile Justice: A Pilot Study,” Roxanne 
Atterholt, IIRP Graduate School student 
and transitional services coordinator at 
New Castle Youth Development Center, 
Pennsylvania, USA, and IIRP professor 
Frida Rundell talked about how Atterholt 
helped a 19-year-old male New Castle in-
mate create a video diary to address family 
issues that had never been broached be-
fore. The video was shown to his family, 
and they responded, for several months, 
transforming their formerly toxic and 
codependent relationships. 

Thursday Plenary Sessions 
Estelle Macdonald, head teacher of 

Collingwood Primary School and direc-
tor of the Hull Centre for Restorative 
Practices, in Hull, England, discussed 
her school’s and city’s ongoing journey 
with restorative practices. Macdonald 
took over Collingwood Primary, which 
was in “special measures,” and turned it 
around with the help of restorative prac-
tices. Today Hull is striving to become the 
“world’s first restorative city,” training 
23,000 professionals and volunteers 
who work with children and youth in 
restorative practices. Nigel Richardson, 
Hull City Council director of Children 
and Young People’s Services, discussed 
the city’s commitment to the project. 
Hull is the site of the 2010 IIRP World 
Conference (iirp.org/hull10).

Restorative justice pioneer Howard 
Zehr, restorative justice professor at 
the Center for Justice and Peacebuild-
ing at Eastern Mennonite University, in 
Harrisonburg, Virginia, USA, discussed 
the importance of self-preservation for 
restorative justice workers. He urged us 

West Philadelphia High School Assistant 
Principal Natasha Cox addresses 
conference participants.
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to beware of burnout and become “half-
hearted fanatics,” to prevent “shrillness, 
moodiness, humorlessness, a tendency 
to take oneself too seriously … the signs 
of idealism in serious trouble.” He sug-
gested that restorative justice is not yet a 
social movement, but that in order for 
it to become one we must engage our 
communities and sustain ourselves. 

Thursday Breakout Sessions

In “Promotion and Use of Restorative 
Practices in Costa Rica,” Miguel Tello, 
founder and director of Circulos, SA 
(an IIRP licensee) said his organization 
is training schools, lawyers and NGOs, 
facilitating circles and conferences for 
conflicts, beginning to bring restorative 
practices into prisons and introducing 
the practices to Panama, Guatemala and 
Chile. Discussing implementation chal-
lenges, he mentioned his country’s puni-
tive paradigm and nonconfrontational 
culture, where people feel uncomfortable 
expressing negative emotion. Still, their 
conferences and circles have been very 
successful, solving conflicts that have 
festered for years. 

In “Restorative Approaches: Promis-
ing Practices,” Angie Dornai, restorative 
approaches facilitator with the York Re-
gion School Board, of Ontario, Canada, 
ran restorative practices exploration ex-
ercises, having participants examine the 
elements of good practice, saying, “It’s 
not about having the answers; it’s about 
asking the questions,” adding, “Be sure 
to be explicit with kids.” 

In “Restorative Practices for Young 
People in Ireland: Historical Practices, 
Present Developments and Future Plans,” 
Finbarr O’Leary, deputy chief executive 
of the Children Acts Advisory Board, 
Dublin, discussed criminal and youth 
justice law in Ireland from the 17th cen-
tury to today. Now youth detentions are 
the last resort, and family group con-
ferencing and other diversion schemes 
produce high victim participation and 

lower recidivism. Restorative practices 
have also been introduced in schools, 
with very positive results.

In “Community Arts and Restorative 
Practices: A Documentary Film and Dia-
logue,” producer/director Tony Heriza 
screened his movie, “Concrete, Steel 
& Paint,” in which Philadelphia prison 
inmates and crime victims created two 
outdoor murals together, illustrating 
the prisoner’s and victim’s experience. 
The two groups had highly emotional 
encounters in the prison. Ultimately they 
worked alongside each other creating art, 
a transformative experience.

Friday Plenary Sessions

Wilma Dirksen, director, Victims’ 
Voice, Mennonite Central Committee, 
Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada, related  
her journey following her child’s mur-
der, covering the emotional stages those 
on that path inevitably face. A devoted 
victim advocate, she wanted conference 
attendees to know that, for family murder 
survivors, restorative justice is a grueling 
and complicated process. 

Frank Früchtel, professor, Fachhoch-
schule Potsdam (University of Applied 
Sciences), Potsdam, Germany, discussed 
the “Life World” of family and friends 
and the “System” of government, institu-
tions and professionals. The Life World 
deals better with emotional health, but 
these efforts have been largely usurped by 
the System. Family group conferencing, 
which brings together family and friends 
to handle their own issues, with strictly 
delimited professional help, is a potent 
way for the two worlds to work together. 

Friday Breakout Session

In “Restorative Practices in Schools 
in Hong Kong, China,” Dennis Sing-
Wing Wong, associate professor of the 
Department of Applied Social Studies, 
City University of Hong Kong, and his 
associates Sindy Sin-Ting Lee, Christy 
Choi-Chun Pau and Ding-Kee Lai, told 
of the 50-plus schools that have adopted 

restorative practices to tackle conflicts 
since 2003. Wong and his colleagues have 
launched a media campaign about the 
practices. February 25, 2006, was “Res-
toration Day”: A big parade in the streets 
of Hong Kong celebrated the concept of 
mending broken relationships.

Closing Session 
In go-arounds, every table addressed 

this topic: “At the conference, I learned, 
I realized, or I was surprised by…” and 
chose someone to address the big group. 
Below are a few selections:

Vidia Negrea, director, IIRP affiliate, 
Community Service Foundation of Hun-
gary: “Of the eight IIRP conferences I’ve 
been to, this was the best, not just because 
there are people here from all over the 
world, but because everyone is smiling! 
I’ve really enjoyed our communication 
about all the improvements we’re making 
to influence social movements. We are 
not stressed, we are enjoying the flow!”

Paulene Gayle-Betten, psychology and 
social work lecturer, Northern Carib-
bean University, Manchester, Jamaica: 
“This gathering has been a pepper pot 
filled with all our different stories. I’ve 
learned that restorative practices is very 
useful. When all the other tools don’t 
work, you can draw from that one.”

Ruth Morin, Native Counseling Ser-
vices, Alberta, Canada: “When I learned 
what restorative practices is, I thought, 
‘Oh that! That started centuries ago!’ My 
community is struggling with how to make 
it viable again, and I’ve gone through 
many emotions here: frustration, con-
fusion. But now I have a plan: I invite 
everyone here to an aboriginal restorative 
practices conference in Edmonton, Al-
berta, in the near future!”

Dennis Wong, City University, Hong 
Kong, China: “We would like to bring a 
billion Chinese people here with an in-
terpreter. We are trying to open the door! 
We want them to learn that you are beau-
tiful humans!” 
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