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What is Restorative Justice? 

 

 

 

Restorative justice is a social orientation that recognizes people’s fundamental interconnectedness and prioritizes 

relationship-building. In a restorative framework, problem-solving is collaborative and is focused on repairing harm 

rather than doling out punishment. It is rooted in the core assumption that everyone wants to feel respected, have a 

sense of dignity, to feel as if they matter to others, and to feel as if they are valued. 

 

When something goes wrong in school, restorative justice seeks to answer the question: What needs to happen to 

respond to what went wrong? A restorative approach is one in which the parties involved explore ways to understand 

the harm1 and determine how to fix it.  

 

 

Question Answer 

I’ve heard that when 
schools use restorative 
justice, students never 
receive any consequences. 
Is that true? 

Consequences for wrongdoing are absolutely a part of restorative justice. However, 
in RJ the priority is ensuring that the consequence addresses (and fixes) the harm 
that was caused. Most of the time, a restorative consequence will be more rigorous 
than what would be prescribed in a punitive discipline model. 

But in schools that use 
restorative justice, aren’t 
students able to basically 
do whatever they want? 

Far from it. Restorative justice seeks to hold students accountable for respecting 
the agreed-upon norms in the communities (i.e. classrooms) of which they are a 
part. If those norms are violated, and if harm is caused, students are given 
responsibility for fixing it.  

Restorative justice sounds 
like a hippy-dippy approach 
to discipline. Does it have 
any research to support it? 

Restorative justice has a LOT of research to support its efficacy. Schools that have 
implemented restorative practices have significantly lower rates of suspension and 
expulsion, and more positive school climate ratings from both students and 
teachers. 

But what do teachers and 
administrators actually DO 
when they’re using 
restorative justice?  

Three things: 
1. Establish respectful relationships with students and agreed-upon norms for 

classroom behavior. 
2. When these norms are breached (i.e. when something goes wrong) identify 

the harm that was caused and who was affected by it. 
3. Work with students to identify what must be done to repair the harm and 

restore relationships. 
 
To accomplish these things, teachers and administrators might use strategies like: 

• Community-building circles 

• Peace circles 

• Restorative conversations 

• Restorative consequences 

But what about behaviors 
that pose a serious 
disruption to the learning 
environment or endanger 
student safety? 

Removing a student from a classroom for a brief period of time – or removing a 
student from school via suspension – can still be used in a restorative framework. 
The way that RJ differs from punitive discipline, however, are that these 
interventions should never be the “only” response to a disciplinary issue. Peace 
circles, re-entry circles, and restorative conversations should be used to identify the 
issues underlying the event in the first place, and to determine what must be done 
so the harm does not happen again.   

                                                           
1 Harm creates needs; needs create obligations. The process of RJ is figuring out what harm has occurred, what needs it has created, 
and whose obligations are those. 
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Restorative Justice IS… Restorative Justice IS NOT… 

Proactive. The starting point for RJ is building authentic, 
respectful relationships among the people in a (school, 
classroom) community. Restorative practices are less 
effective if there is nothing to restore back to.  

Exclusively reactive. RJ is not simply a “discipline 
program.” The proactive elements of relationship and 
community building are just as important as the use of 
restorative practices when things go wrong. 

Collaborative. When a problem occurs, all of the 
individuals who were affected (or who experienced harm) 
must be able to voice their needs and inform the actions 
taken to fix it.  

Unilateral. It would not be restorative for a third party (like 
a dean of students) to unilaterally impose a consequence 
without seeking input from (and identifying the needs of) 
the individuals affected by the harm. 

Time-Consuming. Follow-up is absolutely essential in 
order to ensure that agreements2 are followed and that 
subsequent needs are identified and addressed. 

A quick fix. A single conversation (or mediation, or circle) 
is often not sufficient for long-term repair. Diligent follow-
up is need to ensure that all agreements are kept. 

Integrated. Restorative justice is fully integrated into a 
school’s systems. Discipline structures, etc. are aligned to 
the core beliefs and values of RJ. 

Something “extra”. The purpose of RJ is not to help 
students feel better about or become more accepting of 
punitive discipline. Its effectiveness is compromised if 
institutional structures contradict core RJ principles. 

 

 

 

RJ – By the Numbers 

 

 

 

• Denver schools that implemented restorative practices reported a 44% decrease in out-of-school suspensions 

and an overall decrease in expulsions across a three-year post-implementation period (Baker, 2009). 

 

• West Philadelphia High School reported a 52% drop in “violent acts and serious incidents” during year one of RJ 

implementation, followed by an additional 40% drop in the second year (Lewis, 2009). 

 

• RJ reduced disciplinary offenses by 58% in the first three months for youth participants in an alternative education 

program in Pennsylvania. The effects were sustained through two years of implementation, with a 50% reduction 

in offenses (McCold, 2002, 2004, 2008). 

 

• Across a range of studies, school attendance improves after RJ implementation. In one study, the researchers 

found that students who participated in an RJ program showed a 50% reduction in absenteeism during the first 

year of implementation and a 64% decrease in tardiness (Baker, 2009). 

 

• In a recent study in Oakland, it was found that middle schools implementing RJ saw a 24% drop in absenteeism 

while schools not implementing an RJ program experienced an increase in absenteeism of over 60% during the 

same time period (Jain, Bassey, Ball, & Kalra, 2014). 

 

• This same study found that two-thirds of school staff perceived RJ as improving the social-emotional development 

of students. 70% of all staff reported that RJ improved the overall school climate during the first year of 

implementation (Jain, Bassey, Ball, & Kalra, 2014). 

                                                           
2 The conclusion of a restorative conversation, peace circle, or mediation may be the creation of agreements among each of the affected 
parties. Agreements stipulate what each person must do to mend the harm and prevent its recurrence. 
 


