
LEAP LEARNS ABOUT RESTORATIVE PRACTICES, SAFETY 
Restorative practices were one of the many topics discussed during a program about school safety at the 

January 11th meeting of the Loudoun Education Alliance of Parents (LEAP). 
  

Loudoun County Public Schools (LCPS) Supervisor for Student Support Services Suzanne Petersen 
outlined the Restorative Practices Program, which the school division began three years ago. Twenty-nine 

school social workers engage students involved in transgressions such as bullying, fights and thefts – 

hold them accountable for their actions – and teach skills that can change their behavior. Petersen said 
LCPS adopted this discipline model after data showed suspensions and expulsions were not changing 

behaviors. Traditional discipline addresses only the person who perpetrates the wrong. Restorative 
practices give a voice to everyone involved in a disciplinary issue. “What we know is that, when we’re 

connected, we’re less likely to hurt each other.” 
  

Petersen said LCPS worked with the Loudoun County Sheriff’s Office, which has used this method 
through the juvenile justice system, in developing the school program. 
  

Moving away from traditional suspensions and expulsions keeps students in school, on track academically 

and prevents the stigma associated with someone banished from the school community. “We need to 
keep our students in school,” said Petersen. “We need to keep them connected. Just because they’re out 

of school doesn’t mean the situation is resolved…Shame, if left untreated, can do more harm.” 
  

Restorative practices feature meetings that include students on both sides of a discipline incident and 
their parents. The goal of such meetings is to repair harm, build relationships and fashion an agreement 

on future conduct. 
  

Petersen said these sessions don’t ask why an incident happened. Rather, the question “What 
happened?” is put forth to all the parties involved. “When you get to the root cause, you can put in the 

supports that we at the school need to do.” 
  

She added that students tend to guide the conversation, not the trained facilitator. “(They) should be the 
least-remembered person in that room.” 

  

Since restorative practices were implemented in September 2013, there have been 147 cases involving 

302 students. A total of 402 parents participated in the program. 41 percent of the cases involved fights; 
20 percent bullying or harassment; 14 percent threats or intimidation; and 11 percent disrespect. 
  

Petersen said the outcome of these cases was overwhelmingly positive: 

100 percent of participants followed the agreements that were forged; 

97 percent felt the issue was resolved; 

94 percent of participants felt safer at school; 
91 percent had no further discipline related to the event; 

84 percent changed their behavior at school; 

82 percent would participate in a restorative conference again. 
  
  

Petersen also spoke about the Positive Experiences in Education Relationships (PEER) Program. PEER, 
which is present in all 15 LCPS high schools, involves students providing one-to-one mentoring to fellow 

students on issues such as bullying, relationships, substance abuse and mental health awareness. The 
PEER student counselors are supported by one or two PEER sponsors, a school counselor and a school 

social worker. 
  

When students are involved in such programs, Petersen said there has been a 50 percent drop in 
bullying. She added nine PEER groups have organized nine initiatives on bullying prevention this year. 
  



School counselors Theresa Ryan, of Algonkian Elementary School, and Jennifer Alberth, of Stone Hill 

Middle School, spoke about anti-bullying efforts at their levels. 
  

Ryan said elementary students are learning empathy skills and how to solve conflicts. Guidance lessons 

are presented each day and students are taught to take ownership for their action; not told what they 

should do. “What’s something you need help for?...What’s something you can solve?” 
  

Alberth said counselors have standards to the lessons they teach, just like academic subjects. The thrust 

of these standards are to develop personal-relationship skills. “I’m coming up with the solution. The 

adults aren’t doing it for me.” 
  

Middle school students also are taught to advocate for their peers in unpleasant situations – to be 

“upstanders” rather than “bystanders.” They are taught the difference between mistreatment, which is a 

one-time behavior, and bullying, a repeated behavior. 
  

Lt. Tom Gilligan, of the Loudoun County Sheriff’s Office, spoke about the Sheriff’s Office Youth Service 

Section and school safety. 
  

Gilligan, who has 26 years of experience in law enforcement, contrasted the safety concerns teens face 
today as opposed to his day. When he was a teen, Gilligan said his room was a sanctuary. The cell phone 

has changed that. Today, the world follows a teen everywhere and other people can bother or harass 

someone at any time. 
  

The role of school resource officers (SRO’s), whom Gilligan oversees, is facilitate the learning 

environment by making it safe. He said SRO’s can deal with incidents outside of school – such as fights – 

that bleed into the school environment. “Anything that happens outside of school is coming back to 
school the next morning.” 

  

Gilligan said, in such cases, SRO’s can help mediate the situation without resorting to extreme legal 

measures. “When they do something wrong, we’re not there to arrest them.” He added that a lot of 
school disciplinary problems are the result of impulsive decisions without the realization of what will 

happen afterward.  
  

If the SRO can work with school officials to get a student to understand his behavior and modify it, 
Gilligan said, that’s in everyone’s best interest. He said sending a student to the juvenile detention 

facility, which Gilligan called “gladiator camp,” will only amplify his or her bad behavior. “We’re teaching 
them how to be bad.” 

  

The Sheriff’s Office also provides a spectrum of services to LCPS, including the D.A.R.E. program at the 

elementary level and Internet safety classes for students and their parents. Gilligan said the Sheriff’s 
Office has placed an emphasis on tracking and recovering runaways this year. He said investigators are 

studying why students run away and why some repeat this behavior. Are they running toward 

something? Gilligan added that human trafficking has become a factor in runaway cases. 
  

 LCPS Supervisor of Safety and Security Suzanne Devlin talked about security measures the school 

division has taken to keep its campuses safe. The biggest component of this program is human 

observation and interaction. Through cameras feeding into the central dispatch center, school security 
patrols and the cooperation of law enforcement, Devlin said LCPS has a 24-7 security presence at its 

schools. “We always have someone with eyes on the schools.” 
  

Those eyes go far beyond school employees and law enforcement, however. 
  

In 2012, LCPS became the first public school division to participate in the federal Department of 

Homeland Security’s “If You See Something, Say Something” program. “If You See Something, Say 



Something” asks members of the community to report anything they deem suspicious in a school setting 

to school officials or law enforcement. 
  

Devlin also asked the LEAP delegates to offer encouragement to the office personnel who are the first 

line of defense at every school. It is the secretarial staff that monitors the Aiphone system that allows 

entrance to LCPS facilities. “You know they’re protecting your kids every time they challenge people who 
want to come in.” 

  

Devlin said community members should always be willing to show their identification and state the reason 

for their visit – no matter how often they visit – before entering a school. “You’d be amazed by the kinds 
of people who try to get into Loudoun County public schools.” 

  

To facilitate emergency communication, Devlin said her department converted to weather radios so they 

could communicate with 911 services immediately. Using this radio, school administrators connect 
directly to 911 without getting a busy signal, which sometimes happens when there are a mass number 

of calls about an event. 
  

Devlin stressed that, despite all the safety technology LCPS has, no technology can replace human 
intelligence. “You can never feel bad about saying ‘This doesn’t look right to me. I’m going to tell 

somebody.’” 
  

The next LEAP meeting is February 8th. 

 


