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ABSTRACT 

Charles, Kelli., Administrators’ perceptions of the implementation of restorative 

practices at selected urban elementary schools in Southeast Texas.  Doctor of Education 

(Executive Educational Leadership), May 2019, Houston Baptist University, Houston, 

Texas.  

 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine the 

implementation of Restorative Practices in selected elementary schools in southeast 

Texas.  Restorative Practices will generally be defined as a social science that studies 

how to build social capital and achieve social discipline through participatory learning 

and decision making (Wachtel, 2016).  This study included six school-based 

administrators who served in the roles of principals, assistant principals and counselors.  

The research questions allowed for further investigation into Restorative Practices and 

how students and teachers benefited from the implementation of weekly Community 

Building Circles.  Findings indicated the positive impact circles had on classroom culture, 

as well as improved teacher-student relationships.  This study provides administrators 

with knowledge about how to implement Restorative Practices in a meaningful and 

sustained way. 

KEY WORDS: Restorative Practices, Circles, Restorative justice, Restorative justice in 

schools, Social emotional learning, Classroom discipline, School discipline, Alternatives 

to suspension, Zero tolerance policies, School-to-Prison-pipeline, Exclusionary discipline 

practices, School culture, Classroom culture, Suspension 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

School discipline is a significant concern for American schools and the general 

public for nearly thirty years (Brown-Kersey, 2011). Many scholars have recognized that 

American schools are experiencing a decline in the rate of school violence and that out-

of-school suspensions are unsuccessful, yet many schools continue to employ this 

practice (Schiraldi & Ziedenberg, 2001).  In 1994, The Gun-Free Schools Act (GFSA) 

was passed and with it came a one-year expulsion for any student who carried a firearm 

on school property (Johnson, Boyden, & Pittz, 2001).  These policies, while seemingly 

well-intentioned (Johnson et al., 2001), have failed to improve the safety of students. 

Black students are targeted for disciplinary action in massive numbers across the United 

States (Johnson et al., 2001).  When compared to children of other races/ethnicities, 

teachers provide more reprimands and more punitive consequences to Black children 

even when youths of different ethnic/racial groups engage in the same unsanctioned 

behaviors (McCadden, 1998). Compared to other racial/ethnic groups, Black males are 

suspended and expelled at rates much higher than other racial and ethnic groups.  Defiant 

behavior and student misconduct are often the most reported by school staff (Russ, 2004).  

According to Benson and Slate (2017), when removal from the classroom occurs, 

students miss valuable instruction along with social and academic opportunities for 

growth. 

 Many school districts throughout the nation are employing School Resource 

Officers (SRO) as a way to keep schools safe by offering crime prevention and security.  

Due to varying training models coupled with a lack of set standards, critics (e.g., Sneed, 
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2015) believe school officers are introducing children to the criminal justice system 

needlessly by issuing severe punishments for misbehavior in the classroom.  The 

Southern Policy Law Center reported that the number of School Resource Officers (SRO) 

rose 38% between 1997 and 2007 (Elias, 2013).  In 2005, Elias (2013) noted that children 

were more likely to be arrested at school than they were a generation ago.  Many of these 

arrests were for offenses that were characterized as nonviolent (Elias, 2013). Over the 

past 20 years, the field of education has seen an increase in School Resource Officers 

being used in schools, and as a result, the expansion of “zero -tolerance policies” have 

resulted in strict policies for minor classroom infractions (Sneed, 2015).  Katzerman, the 

Deputy Legal Director of the Southern Policy Law Center commented that “Instead of 

pushing children out, teachers need more support and training on effective discipline 

practices and schools must use best practices for behavior modification to keep kids in 

schools where they belong” (as cited in Elias, 2013).   

Background of the Study 

School leaders will continue to prioritize instruction and teacher training as 

essential to improving student achievement; however, a renewed focus of every leader 

and teacher should be centered on ethnic/racial disparities in school discipline that 

contribute to the achievement gap.  When schools choose to use out of school 

suspensions, student achievement is negatively affected because students lose valuable 

classroom instruction (Kinsler, 2013). The “discipline gap” is defined as a 

disproportionate disciplinary response to one race compared to others. Explanations for 

the discipline gap stems from issues that occur both inside and outside of schools and 

often reflect the national contexts in which they exist (Monroe, 2005).  Monroe further 
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concluded the following conditions contribute to current inequalities:  the criminalization 

of Black males, race and class privilege, and zero tolerance policies.  Of these three 

conditions, the criminalization of Black males is an important and critical factor in the 

discipline gap.  Researchers (e.g., Monroe, 2005) have widely documented that teachers 

approach classrooms occupied with Black boys from low-income neighborhoods with a 

strong emphasis on controlling and monitoring behaviors. Monroe also suggested that 

when penalizing Black students’ teachers are more likely to demonstrate responses that 

give the impression of being harsher than required. 

These severe actions often lead to severe consequences which can include 

suspension, expulsion, and arrests.  Teachers and administrators are tasked with 

creating an atmosphere where students can learn at high levels, experience 

meaningful engagement, and grow to their highest potential yet, current 

educational practices have blurred the line between school and jail. The school to 

prison pipeline is responsible for the tracking students out of educational 

institutions, primarily via “zero tolerance” policies and following them directly or 

indirectly into the juvenile and adult criminal justice systems. (Heitzeg, 2009, p. 

1) 

Hundreds of school districts throughout the nation rely on removing students from 

the classroom and into the criminal justice system for the smallest occurrences of 

misbehavior.  This generates a phenomenon acknowledged in the field of education as the 

School-to-Prison pipeline (Elias, 2013).  The School-to-Prison pipeline exists due to the 

ways schools criminalize trivial disciplinary infractions through zero-tolerance policies, 

provide a police presence in schools, and rely heavily on exclusionary discipline policies 
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(Heitzeg, 2009).  According to Elias (2013), Black and Hispanic students and students 

with disabilities are the two groups excessively represented in the School-to-Prison 

Pipeline.    

Statement of the Problem 

For decades, education researchers have focused on the achievement gap that 

exists across ethnic and racial groups; however, the disproportionate suspension and 

expulsion of Black, Hispanic, and American Indian students have received less attention 

(Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010).  In a landmark 2011 article, approximately one 

million Texas students were shadowed for at least six years.  The study discussed how 

Black students were excessively disciplined when compared with comparable White and 

Hispanic students (Fabelo et al., 2011).  Also documented in the research literature (e.g., 

Elias, 2013), children with emotional disabilities are also disproportionately suspended 

and expelled.  Zero tolerance discipline guidelines have often been connected to the 

School-to-Prison Pipeline.  These guidelines, which were initially proposed to encourage 

safety and improve academic outcomes for students by protecting valuable instruction 

time, have been not shown to have any positive academic or behavioral effects on 

children (Russ, 2004).  These policies are punitive and offer an apparent sense of control 

by the administrators and teachers who employ them.  As a result of these harsh policies, 

school culture and climate are often harmful and cruel, yet data do not exist to reinforce 

the belief that zero tolerance policies decrease school violence (Skiba & Peterson, 1999).   

In an attempt to provide a discipline model which improves student behavior, the 

Restorative Justice model has recently gained attention in schools across the country.  

The Restorative Justice model originated from the criminal justice system.  In this model, 
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the victim, offenders, and the community are involved in rectifying the issues caused by a 

crime (Mergler, Vargas, & Caldwell, 2014).  The Restorative Justice model has been 

adapted for schools and is growing in popularity due to its success as a meaningful way 

to address student misbehavior (Atlantic Philanthropies, 2017). When used in the school 

setting, this model focuses heavily on developing relationships among students and 

school staff, thus teaching students how their actions and behaviors affect the school 

community (Mergler et al., 2014).  According to Mergler, Vargas, and Caldwell (2014), 

this model provides a platform for students and school staff to participate in righting the 

wrongs caused by the student’s behavior.  These researchers have noted that in contrast to 

exclusionary discipline practices, where a student receives a punitive measure as a 

consequence of misbehavior, Restorative Justice challenges students to hold each other 

responsible for any harm that was caused.  Although the Restorative Justice model has 

been used primarily in response to criminal behavior, it is gaining significant and 

substantial momentum in the field of education due to its ability to build safe 

communities for engaged learning, meet student needs, increase cross-cultural networks, 

and produce collaborative and inclusive solutions that cultivate healing and restoration 

(Armour, 2016).  In school settings, the Restorative Justice model is known by several 

different names:  Circles, Restorative Practices, Restorative Processes, Restorative 

Measures, Restorative Approaches, and Restorative Discipline (Armour, 2016).  

According to Thorsborne and Blood (2013), the implementation of Restorative Practices 

centers around changing the hearts and minds of everyone and a renewed focus on 

strengthening and repairing relationships in classrooms and throughout the school 

community.  The implementation of Restorative Practices requires educators to think 
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differently about responses to student misbehavior and punishment. Wachtel (2016), 

founder of the International Institute for Restorative Practices, contends the use of 

Restorative Practices helps to:   

• Reduce crime, violence, and bullying; 

• improve human behavior; 

• strengthen civil society; 

• provide effective leadership; 

• restore relationships; 

• and reduce harm. 

Advocates of the movement contend that the use of Restorative Justice models in 

educational settings can alleviate the growing concerns about discipline and violence in 

schools (McCluskey et al., 2008). When school settings engage in Restorative Practices, 

the entire school community and sometimes parents can be involved (Hopkins, 2004). 

Statement of the Purpose and Significance 

 The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine the 

perceptions of elementary administrators in a large urban school district regarding the 

first-year implementation of Restorative Practices.  At this stage in the research, 

Restorative Practices will generally be defined as a social science that studies how to 

build social capital and achieve social discipline through participatory learning and 

decision making.  The use of Restorative Practices builds healthy communities, increases 

social capital, reduces the impact of crime, decreases antisocial behavior, repairs harm, 

and restores relationships (Wachtel, 2016).  American schools are plagued with issues of 

rising truancy and dropout rates, growing disciplinary problems, violence and even mass 

murders (Wachtel, 2016).  The International Institute for Restorative Practices (IIRP) 
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believes that the dramatic change in behavior among young people is mostly the result of 

the loss of connectedness and community in modern society (Wachtel, 2016).   

Administrators and teachers have felt less connected from the families of the students 

they teach (Mirsky, 2007).  Hurley, Guckenburg, Persson, Fronius, and Petrosino (2015) 

observed the need for more rigorous evidence of the impact Restorative Justice has made 

in schools, yet much about Restorative Justice in schools still needs to be researched, 

examined, and evaluated.  Teachers of at-risk students are in a unique position to keep 

students who struggle academically from the School-to-Prison pipeline (Elias, 2013).  

When teachers take a less punitive and more responsive style to discipline in the 

classroom, students are more likely to finish their education (Elias, 2013).  When 

educators learn to shift from exclusionary discipline policies to a Restorative Justice 

model, there can exist a system that supports reparations over punishment and fosters 

problem-solving and accountability in students (Mergler et al., 2014).   

Research Questions 

The goal of my research was twofold: to study and describe Restorative Practices, 

specifically Community Building Circles and to examine the perceptions of the 

implementation of Community Building Circles among administrators.  With these goals 

in mind, the following questions were developed:   

1. What are administrators’ perceptions regarding their training of Tier One 

Community Building Circles?  

2. What are administrators’ perceptions of the benefits for students and teachers 

involved in the implementation of Restorative Practices? 
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3. What are administrators’ perceptions of the challenges for students and 

teachers involved in the implementation of Restorative Practices? 

Definition of Terms 

Administrators 

 For this study, school-based administrators will be defined as principals, assistant 

principals, deans, instructional specialists, and counselors. 

Circles 

Circles provide people a chance to listen and speak to each other in an atmosphere 

of safety, dignity, and fairness. The circle process allows people to share their own stories 

and offer their own viewpoints (Pranis, 2005). 

Discipline Gap 

The “discipline gap” is defined as a disproportionate disciplinary response to one 

race compared to others (Russ, 2004). 

Restorative Conference 

A planned meeting between offenders, victims and both parties’ family and 

friends, in which they deal with the ramifications of the crime or transgression and 

choose how best to repair the harm (Wachtel, 2016). 

Restorative Discipline 

A philosophy, approach, and system-wide intervention that places relationships at 

the center of the educational experience (The Institute for Restorative Justice and 

Restorative Dialogue, 2017). 

Restorative Practices  
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Restorative Practices, which evolved from Restorative Justice, is a new field of 

study that has the potential to change human behavior and strengthen humanity around 

the world positively. The use of this approach can build healthy communities, increase 

social capital, reduce the impact of misconduct, repair harm and restore relationships 

(Wachtel, 2016). 

Restorative Justice   

Restorative Justice is a philosophy of justice that encompasses repairing harm, 

promoting respect, and requiring the engagement of all stakeholders through face-to-face 

communication to restore harmonious relationships with one another, with creation, and 

with the Creator (Zehr, 2014). 

School-to-Prison Pipeline 

Policies that encourage a strong police presence at schools, harsh tactics that 

involve the use of physical restraint and automatic punishments that result in 

exclusionary discipline practices which contribute to the School-to-Prison pipeline (Elias, 

2013). 

Zero Tolerance 

This phrase refers to policies that punish all infractions excessively and severely, 

despite how minor (Skiba & Peterson, 1999). 

Theoretical Framework 

The theory of Restorative Justice comprised of multiple ways to repair harm and 

bring about meaningful accountability through the use of face-to-face meetings aimed at 

restoring relationships with one another, creation, and with the Creator (Zehr, 2014).  The 

theoretical framework of this study was based on research by Zehr in which he makes the 
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argument that the Restorative Justice model seeks to change the traditional understanding 

of crime from the violated norm to the harm caused to the individuals most affected by 

the offense (Gabbay, 2005).  According to Gabbay (2005), Restorative Justice places the 

focus on people rather than norms which have been violated.  Accountability is therefore 

placed solely on offenders for the offense they committed and the need to repair the harm 

that was caused.  Zehr (2014), considered the father of Restorative Justice, believed in the 

goals of Restorative Discipline and offered considerable research and scholarship on 

approaches to handling punishment and wrongdoing.  He emphasized the necessity for a 

restorative approach which centers around six essential questions:  

1. Who has been hurt? 

2. What are their needs? 

3. Whose obligations are they? 

4. What are the causes? 

5. Who has a “stake” in this? 

6. What is the appropriate process to involve stakeholders to put things right? 

Zehr (2014) suggested the replacement of the following questions when considering a 

restorative approach: What rules were broken?  Who did it?  What do they deserve?   

Zehr (2014) further asserted that the restorative process should include all stakeholders in 

face-to-face meetings as a way to address not only the physical injuries caused by crime 

but also the social, psychological and relational injuries, as well (Centre for Justice & 

Reconciliation at Prison Fellowship International, 2005).   

The Restorative Justice model is less than two decades old, and its effect has 

advanced throughout the world at an astonishing pace (Centre for Justice & 



11 

 

 

Reconciliation at Prison Fellowship International, 2005).  Many countries around the 

globe have integrated Restorative Justice models and ideas into their criminal justice 

systems. 

Many researchers who study school discipline have expressed that transforming 

toxic school cultures is essential in the eradication of the discipline gap.  Mirsky (2007) 

noted programs such as SaferSanerSchools of the International Institute for Restorative 

Practices (IIRP) instituted Restorative Practices as a result of the perceived crisis in 

student discipline within American education and society as a whole.  Mirsky (2007) 

further asserted that as an alternative to zero tolerance and strict punishment, Restorative 

Practices would provide a collaborative approach to wrongdoing and therefore place 

responsibility for meaningful accountability on students.  Educators who employ this 

model with fidelity would emphasize the importance of improving relationships among 

students and school administrators while demonstrating to students how their behaviors 

affect school setting (Mergler et al., 2014).  Implementation of Restorative Discipline in 

schools is not merely about introducing a new initiative or program, although that is an 

essential component.  It is genuinely about the implementation of a new framework for 

the work that teachers and administrators are doing (Amstutz & Mullet, 2005).  Amstutz 

and Mullet (2005) further asserted that the primary objective is to engage the entire 

school community, inclusive of parents to examine existing practices and determine 

together how to exchange those practices that have not worked in the best interest of 

students. 
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Limitations 

According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2011), researchers acknowledge 

limitations to indicate conceivable weaknesses in the study that could affect the results.  

This study consisted of responses of teachers and school staff from their involvement in 

surveys and interviews as they provide their views on Restorative Practices.  The 

researcher identified the following limitations that could potentially influence the results 

of this study: 

1. Administrators will have varying levels of professional development. 

2. There will be the familiarity of participants with the researcher as I will be 

conducting their training of Restorative Practices. 

3. All grade levels of schools will not be implementing Restorative Practices.  

Delimitations 

According to Creswell (2003), researchers use delimitations to set parameters, to 

narrow the focus of the research.  The researcher identified the following delimitations: 

1. Data collection will come from four campuses in an urban school district; 

thus, I am limited to a small sample. 

2. Individuals selected must be involved in the implementation phase of 

Restorative Practices:  Community Building Circles. 

3. The study is focused on administrators’ perceptions of implementation. 

Assumptions 

According to Lunenburg and Irby (2008), assumptions are postulates, premises, 

and propositions that are acknowledged as viable for purposes of the research.  This study 

included the following assumptions: 
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1. Restorative Practices is typically understood as a social science that studies 

how to increase social capital and attain social discipline through participatory 

learning and decision-making (Wachtel, 2016).  

2.  Restorative Practices arose from Restorative Justice, a philosophy and set of 

principles and practices that foster voluntary collaboration between 

stakeholders during the aftermath of crime or wrongdoing to directly discuss 

harm, bring forth accountability and restore the trust that was broken (Umbreit 

& Armour, 2010).   

3. For the student, Restorative Discipline assists students who misbehave with 

the injury and harm they have caused to peers, teachers, and the school 

community (Amstutz & Mullet, 2005).   

4. For the teacher, Restorative Discipline provides a meaningful opportunity to 

foster meaningful relationships with students and families, thus building a 

caring school community.  

Organization of the Study 

This study was organized into five chapters.  Chapter I includes an introduction, 

the background of the study, statement of the problem, explanation of the purpose and 

significance, research questions, the definition of terms, theoretical framework, 

limitations, delimitations, assumptions, and organization of the study.  In Chapter II, the 

researcher provided a review of the literature including (a) introduction, (b) theories 

regarding the history of school discipline, (c) exclusionary practices in schools, (d) zero-

tolerance policies and how they affect students of color, (e) the School-to-Prison pipeline, 

and (f) Restorative Practices as means of eradicating the discipline gap, (g) summary.  In 
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Chapter III, the researcher described the methodology used in this study, which included 

research design, participants, context and setting, instrumentation, data collection, and 

data analysis.  In Chapter IV, the researcher provided the findings of the study.  In 

Chapter V, the researcher provided discussions, implications, recommendations, and 

conclusions.  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine the 

perceptions of elementary administrators in a large urban school district regarding first-

year implementation of Restorative Practices.  Restorative Practices, which evolved from 

Restorative Justice, is a relatively new field of study that has the potential to change 

human behavior and strengthen humanity around the world (Wachtel, 2016).  The use of 

this approach can build healthy communities, increase social capital, reduce the impact of 

misconduct, repair harm and restore relationships (Wachtel, 2016).  

This chapter begins with a review of the origin and history of classroom 

management.  Next, a history of school discipline and how the field has changed since 

the early history of the United States is discussed in detail. A thorough review of early 

disciplinary practices is paramount to understanding current issues in school discipline as 

it relates to exclusionary discipline practices and zero tolerance policies.  Also, 

exclusionary discipline practices, zero tolerance policies, and the School-to-Prison 

pipeline are examined in detail.  Finally, this review ends with an in-depth review of 

Restorative Practices. 

The Origin/History of Classroom Management 

The history of classroom discipline is engrained in the decline in the use of 

corporal punishment in schools.  Corporal punishment as a practice originated in the mid-

1800s and began to decline by the last quarter of the 19th century due to numerous urban 

school districts eliminating the practice from their schools (Butchart & McEwan, 1998).  
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According to Butchart and McEwan (1998), corporal punishment did not align with the 

rise of progressive education which was growing in popularity.  As such, classroom 

discipline saw immense change, and the practice itself transformed into numerous ways 

to punish, penalize, and reward to modify behavior and promote civility (Butchart & 

McEwan, 1998). 

Butchart and McEwan (1998) noted how traditional American schooling saw a 

drastic change at the end of the colonial period to include an approach that centered on 

face-to-face instruction.  This new form of education included the recitation of lessons in 

individual and small group instruction (Butchart & McEwan, 1998).  As a way of 

controlling students, Butchart and McEwan (1998) further explained the tactics 

schoolmasters employed to invoke fear as a means of punishment for misbehavior and 

the correction of mistakes in lessons, thereby impressing their ideas of moral and ethical 

behavior in society.  With the dawn of the Enlightenment period, the idea of moral order 

began to decline by the ending of the 19th century.  Bureaucratic discipline became the 

new normal in John Lancaster’s monitorial schools.  Traditional forms of patriarchal 

authority ended as a new form of discipline aimed at transforming relationships between 

teacher and student emerged (Butchart & McEwan, 1998).  In their study of school 

discipline, Butchart and McEwan (1998) described the evolution from face-to-face 

encounters with the schoolmaster to constant monitoring and group relationships which 

depended on continuous surveillance by monitors who were senior-level students 

assigned duties not by ascription but by merit.  This new method of discipline included 

new disciplinary procedures and rituals, as well as the use of reward systems.  

Lancaster’s method of discipline was explicitly intended for poor students and relied 
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heavily on a culture of humiliation and shaming of the previous era (Butchart & 

McEwan, 1998). 

Classroom discipline would continue to evolve, and the Lancaster schools were 

generally recognized by reformers of the age.  A new reform known as “New England 

pedagogy” emerged in response to structural changes of the moral order which aligned 

with goals and concerns of middle-class Protestant reformers (Katz, 1968). 

New England disciplinary pedagogy recreated the identity of the teacher as an 

object of warmth and one to be honored as this was more in line with the feminization of 

teaching (Butchart & McEwan, 1998).  This reform promoted love, warmth, and features 

of an ideal family that could be reflected in schools with deep emotional dependence 

upon school staff.  The goal of this reform was to discipline without fear of pain, but by 

the fear of eliminating affection, and by expressions of disappointment in the wrongdoer 

(Ryan, 1981). 

The 19th century saw the emergence of Bureaucratic Pedagogy and its impact on 

American schools (Butchart & McEwan, 1998).  The authors described a rebirth of this 

category of discipline during the end of the 19th century as Samuel Chapman Armstrong 

and other educators used a form of Bureaucratic Pedagogy with Black students after the 

Civil War.  Armstrong argued that Black people needed to internalize the authority of an 

authoritarian and superior race.  Also, it was believed that formal education was 

unsuitable; society required Black workers to be hardworking, honorable, and to be 

accepting of the process of Christianizing (Anderson, 1988). 

A new form of authority in classroom discipline was ushered in during the rise of 

the Progressive Era (Butchart & McEwan, 1998).  This era shifted away from nurturing 
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and love and turned to a form of professional psychology as authority, which promoted a 

hierarchal professional-client relationship (Butchart & McEwan, 1998).  The Progressive 

Era also saw the spread of school administration as it extended disciplinary authority over 

teachers.  Surveillance of teachers, therefore, became the focus of classroom management 

(Tyack & Hansot, 1982).   The employment of school psychologists and counselors were 

introduced during this time thereby introducing a new way of viewing discipline and 

behavior (Butchart & McEwan, 1998).  Counselors and psychologists during this era 

began to identify the issues students were facing as anxiety, stress, and frustration as 

opposed to disobedience and willfulness (Butchart & McEwan, 1998). 

The 20th century continued to see practices evolve in grading, promotion or 

retention, report cards, and age promotion.  According to Butchart and McEwan (1998), 

new structures were incorporated that initiated new types of disciplinary authority:  

Carnegie units, consolidated schools, the sanctioned extra-curriculum with its 

requirements for satisfactory grades, and laws around school attendance.  Since the 

1950s, discipline has undergone continued massive shifts and changes.  Schools have 

relied heavily on monitoring behavior and the use of penalty and reward systems in the 

service of authoritarian control (Butchart & McEwan, 1998). 

Exclusionary Discipline Practices in Schools 

Disciplinary policies that suspend students from the learning environment have 

become associated with public education, with exclusionary discipline rates doubling 

since the 1970s (Losen, 2011).  Many students attend schools where they are subjected to 

random searches, surveillance, and rules that require automatic suspension or expulsion 

for specified offenses (Noguera, 2003). 
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In his study of the consequences of discipline practices that consisted of extreme 

punishment, Noguera (2003) discussed ways in which schools rely on some form of 

exclusion or ostracism to manage the behavior of students.  In the same manner that 

crime is approached in the United States, the belief is that school safety can be achieved 

by the removal of “bad” individuals and keeping them away from others who are 

presumed to be “good” (Noguera, 2003).  Despite school safety being the objective of 

these policies, a burgeoning body of research studies are available in which researchers 

have challenged their morality and validity, arguing that exclusionary discipline practices 

are overused and ineffective (Morris, 2005).  In what has become a pivotal study on 

school discipline, researchers from the Public Policy Research Institute of Texas A & M 

University and Council of State Governments Justice Center examined disciplinary 

actions of secondary schools in Texas and documented that the majority of students in the 

public school system (59.6%) experienced some method of suspension or expulsion while 

in middle or high school (Fabelo et al., 2011).  The Justice Policy Institute, as represented 

in Schiraldi and Ziedenberg (2001), determined that in addition to the psychological 

impact of suspension for minor infractions, higher rates of dropping out and misbehavior 

have occurred among suspended students, along with alarming racial/ethnic discrepancies 

in the use of suspension.  The implications of high rates of exclusionary discipline 

practices for America’s young people are profound.   

Noguera (2003) argued that students who genuinely care about school and the 

goals they have set for themselves would improve their behavior if they are suspended.  

In his study, he discussed how administrators rationalize their decisions to suspend and 

expel students as being necessary for the good of the school and students who want to 
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learn. The most critical issue associated with exclusionary discipline practices is that it 

tends to isolate the students who need the greatest support from school (Blomberg, 2004).  

Little evidence can be found where students learn from their misbehavior, and that 

students who are removed from schools avert further misbehavior (Morrison & Skiba, 

2001).   

The Origins of Zero Tolerance 

The term “zero tolerance” emerged during the 1980s and grew out of drug 

enforcement policies at the state and national levels which severely punished all offenses 

despite how minor the offenses were (Skiba & Peterson, 1999).  The authors noted that 

during the late 1980s school districts in Orange County, California and Louisville, 

Kentucky announced zero tolerance policies that demanded expulsion for drug possession 

or participation in gang-related activity.  The superintendent of the Yonkers public 

schools in New York, Donald Batista, proposed an extensive zero tolerance program as a 

way of disciplining students who caused disruptions in schools (Skiba & Peterson, 1999).  

By 1993, zero tolerance policies were being implemented by school districts across the 

nation, inclusive of drugs and weapons but also tobacco-related offenses and school 

disturbances. Finally, in 1994, President Clinton mandated the policy and subsequently 

signed the Gun-Free Schools Act into law (Skiba & Peterson, 1999).  Whether zero 

tolerance is the guiding standard in law enforcement or the slogan for harsh disciplinary 

practices in schools, the use of zero tolerance remains exclusionary, and victims of the 

practice are denied fundamental equality of being, the foundation of any substantive and 

vibrant democracy (Robbins, 2005). 
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Zero Tolerance Policies 

For over 20 years, students of color have found themselves in courtrooms across 

the nation due to zero tolerance discipline policies.  The most severe consequences 

(suspension or expulsion) are recommended for a student’s behavior, Black and Hispanic 

students are affected in dangerously high rates (Russ, 2004).  Zero tolerance is based on a 

philosophy that relies on a particular viewpoint of the culture of exclusion (Robbins, 

2005).  Zero tolerance policies have resulted in large numbers of minority students being 

systematically excluded from the school community.  Although Black students represent 

roughly 15% of the general student population in the United States, they account for 

approximately 40% of discipline referrals in the American public-school system based on 

a 2009-2010 Education Week report.  From 1970-2000, the number of times Black 

students were referred to a school administrator for disciplinary reasons increased by 

120% but increased only 64% for White students (Russ, 2004).  Russ (2004) explained 

that notwithstanding efforts to end exclusionary discipline practices and eradicate the 

achievement gap in public education, evidence still exists of unequal treatment of 

different ethnic/racial groups through zero-tolerance policies. 

Zero-tolerance policies are also connected with an increased police presence at 

schools, the use of metal detectors, security cameras, and all the trappings of legal control 

(Heitzeg, 2009).  The author further asserted that these policies have commonly involved 

harsh disciplinary penalties such as long-term or permanent suspension or expulsion for 

minor infractions, and often arrest and referral of students to juvenile or adult court.  

Current debate exists regarding the effectiveness and benefits of zero tolerance policies.  
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In addition to secondary students, zero tolerance policies have trickled down to 

impact pre-school children (NAACP, 2005).  Approximately seven of every 1,000 

preschoolers are expelled from state-funded pre-school programs—triple the frequency of 

expulsions in Grades K-12 (NAACP, 2005).  Each year, roughly 3.3 million suspensions 

and over 100,000 expulsions occur each year (NAACP, 2005).  As zero tolerance policies 

began to be broadly adopted, this number has virtually doubled since 1974, with rates 

escalating in the mid-1990s. 

Students who are affected by exclusionary discipline practices may also be 

referred to juvenile court by school administrators, but in a growing number of schools, 

zero tolerance policies are directly imposed by police or School Resource Officers (SRO) 

(Heitzeg, 2009).  In many schools, School Resource Officers have taken the place of 

teachers and administrators when distributing consequences for student misbehavior.  

Raymond (2010) explained that the Safe Schools Act of 1994 and a 1998 amendment to 

the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968 endorsed partnerships between 

schools and law enforcement, including the plan of funding for School Resource Officers 

(Raymond, 2010).  The Southern Policy Law Center reported that the number of School 

Resource Officers increased by 38% between 1997 and 2007 (Elias, 2013).   

The Debate on Zero Tolerance Policies 

Supporters of zero tolerance policies believe that it averts school violence by 

removing dangerous students immediately after an incident and, simultaneously, sending 

a strong message to other students (Gregory & Cornell, 2009).  Such statements have not 

been tested, and what the data does visibly show is a negative and detrimental impact on 

students.  Although advocates of such policies assert that it removes behaviorally 
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disruptive students from schools, thus making the learning environment safer, there exists 

a sequence of unintended consequences that opponents of this policy claim are overly 

punitive and negatively affect the educational opportunities for students (Advancement 

Project /The Civil Rights Project, 2000).  Those who advocate in favor of zero tolerance 

policies likewise feel, “If you do the crime, then you do the time.” In other words, they 

have claimed that the suspension and expulsion of Black and Hispanic students, 

especially in urban school districts, is symptomatic of their deviancy (Advancement 

Project /The Civil Rights Project, 2000).  Those who oppose zero tolerance policies 

emphasize that when these policies are applied, they often affect Black and Hispanic 

youth negatively (Dunbar & Villarruel, 2002).  In the 2000 report Opportunities 

Suspended, Black students, while they account for approximately 17% of U.S. public 

school enrollment, constitute roughly 32% of students who are suspended from school.  

The report further reflected that Black male students were disproportionately affected by 

zero tolerance policies.   

School-to-Prison Pipeline 

Whereas, schools have historically been characterized by both formal and 

informal tracks that sort students into various pathways of the curriculum, tracking 

students out of school and into jail is a new form of school discipline (Heitzeg, 2009).  

The School-to-Prison pipeline is consistent with fears driven by the media of rampant 

crime and “super-predators,” an increasingly unforgiving legal system for both teenagers 

and adults, and the rise of the prison industrial complex (Heitzeg, 2009).  The connection 

between school discipline practices and the growing number of incarcerated Americans 

has been highlighted by educators, law enforcement officials, criminal justice advocates, 
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and civil rights groups (Tuzzolo & Hewitt, 2006).  According to a study by the Public 

Policy Research Institute at Texas A&M University (2005), a history of disciplinary 

referrals at the school level is the single greatest predictor of future involvement in the 

juvenile system (Fowler, 2011).  Fowler also asserted that academic failure places youth 

on a path to further criminal activity and justice system involvement where entire 

communities pay the price.  Tuzzolo and Hewitt (2006) explained how racial disparities 

seen in the criminal justice system are also apparent in the School-to-Prison pipeline, 

with Black students bearing the brunt of the impact.  The NAACP Legal Defense and 

Educational Fund has framed the School-to-Prison Pipeline phenomenon in this way:  

In the last decade, the punitive and overzealous tools and approaches of the 

modern criminal justice system have seeped into our schools, serving to remove 

children from mainstream educational environments and funnel them onto a one-

way path toward prison. These various policies, collectively referred to as the 

School-to-Prison pipeline, push children out of school and hasten their entry into 

the juvenile, and eventually the criminal, justice system, where prison is the end 

of the road. Historical inequities, such as segregated education, concentrated 

poverty, and racial disparities in law enforcement, all feed the pipeline. The 

School-to-Prison pipeline is one of the most urgent challenges in education today. 

(NAACP Legal Defense Fund and Educational Fund, Inc., 2005) 

Several trends in education facilitate the School-to-Prison pipeline that most 

negatively impacts students of color. (NAACP, 2005, p. 2) 

 According to the organization, these trends include rising poverty rates, re-segregation of 

schools by class and race, under-representation of students of color in advanced 
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placement courses, an over-presentation in special education, high stakes testing, and 

increasing drop-out/push-out rates (NAACP, 2005).  The Washington, DC-based 

advocacy group Advancement Project stated that there are three essential ways in which 

the School-to-Prison pipeline causes a disservice to children: (a) the criminalization of 

trivial offenses that would not establish a worthwhile charge for an adult, (b) the 

conversion of our schools into small military states, and (c) the unequal effects of 

punitive disciplinary practices on Black and Hispanic students and students receiving 

special education services (Advancement Project /The Civil Rights Project, 2000).   

Experts in the field of criminal justice and mental health have established a 

connection between school drop-out rates and incarceration. Across the nation, high 

school drop-outs constitute an alarmingly high percentage of inmates in juvenile and 

adult prisons (Dillon, 2009).  Educational leaders in the Texas public school system must 

determine which misbehaviors are occurring most often so practices which reduce the 

number of discipline referrals, stop the flow of the School-to-Prison pipeline 

(Schlitzberger & Slate, 2018). 

Recent studies have shown poverty to be linked not only to academic achievement 

but also to discipline consequences allocated in public schools (White & Slate, 2017).  

Black and Hispanic students, as well as students who were economically disadvantaged 

and students with disabilities, are assigned to exclusionary discipline practices which 

result in their exclusion from the classroom at a higher rate than their peers (Benson & 

Slate, 2017).  
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Cradle to Prison Pipeline 

The early years of a child’s life play a significant role in transforming young 

Black males from “brilliant babies” into “children placed at risk” (Rashid, 2009).  Young 

Black males are being suspended, expelled, and incarcerated at record numbers.  These 

students are frequently being exposed to exclusionary practices as early as kindergarten 

and first grade.  Rashid (2009) also pointed out that near the end of the first decade of the 

21st century, the quality of life for young Black males continues to be a national disgrace.  

A pre-school to prison pipeline currently exists that is becoming increasingly apparent.  It 

exists from pre-schools through high schools from which young Black men are forced to 

leave their education in astounding numbers, and eventually, into federal and state 

prisons (Rashid, 2009).  

Our society is paying a high cost for the control, containment, and support of 

adults who, if they had been helped in school, and the home and community could 

have been productive, contributing citizens. The inability to function well in one 

generation very often leads to the same inability in subsequent generations. 

Increasingly repressive controls will be needed to manage the growing number of 

young people who are not being adequately prepared for mainstream adult life. 

(Comer, 2005, p. 9) 

There is disturbing evidence that the racial/ethnic trend in excessive and 

disproportionate use of punishment begins early (Armour, 2016).  The Civil Rights Data 

Collection (CRDC) compiled data on exclusionary discipline practices for pre-school 

aged children for the first time in 2011-2012. Of the one million students from 99% of 

schools offering pre-school, the Civil Rights Data Collection determined that Black 
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children represent 18% of pre-school enrollment, but constitute 48% of the pre-school 

children who received more than one out-of-school suspension (U.S. Department of 

Education Office for Civil Rights, 2014).  Also, Gilliam (2005) described how expulsion 

rates for preschoolers are alarmingly higher than the K-12 expulsion rate; also, Black 

boys are the most likely to be expelled from pre-school.  A 2005 report by the NAACP 

cited that preschoolers who pose no apparent danger to classmates or school staff have 

been suspended or expelled in growing numbers.  Zero tolerance policies target students 

for minor infractions, particularly younger elementary and pre-school students, and often 

rely on force and arrest for relatively minor disciplinary issues. Consider the following 

cases: 

• A 17-year-old junior shot a paper clip with a rubber band at a classmate, 

missed, and broke the skin of a cafeteria worker. The student was expelled 

from school.  

• A 9-year-old on the way to school found a manicure kit with a 1-inch knife. 

The student was suspended for one day.  

• Two 10-year-old boys from Arlington, Virginia were suspended for three days 

for putting soapy water in a teacher's drink. The boys were charged with a 

felony that carried a maximum sentence of 20 years and were formally 

processed through the juvenile justice system before the case was dismissed 

months later.  

• A Pennsylvania kindergartener tells her pals she is going to shoot them with a 

Hello Kitty toy that produces soap bubbles. The kindergartener was initially 
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suspended for two days, and the incident was reclassified as a “threat to harm 

others.”  

• In Massachusetts, a 5-year-old boy attending an after-school event makes a 

gun out of Legos and aims it at other students while “simulating the sound of 

gunfire,” as one school official put it. He was expelled. 

• A 5-year-old boy in Queens, NY was arrested, handcuffed, and taken to a 

psychiatric hospital for having a tantrum and knocking papers off the 

principals’ desk.  

• In St Petersburg Florida, a 5-year-old girl was handcuffed, arrested, and taken 

into custody for having a tantrum and disrupting a classroom.  

• An 11-year-old girl in Orlando Florida was tasered by a police officer, 

arrested, and faced charges of battery on a security resource officer, disrupting 

a school function and resisting with violence. She had pushed another student.  

• An honors student in Houston, Texas was forced to spend a night in jail when 

she missed class to go to work to support her family.  

•  A 13-year old from New York was handcuffed and removed from school for 

writing the word “okay” on her school desk (Advancement Project, 2010; 

Eckholm, 2013; Justice Policy Institute, 2011). 

Without evidence of effectiveness, school districts continue to rely on these practices.  

According to the Advancement Project (2010), there is increasing evidence these 

practices knowingly contribute to the School-to-Prison pipeline.   

Opponents have noted that zero tolerance policies have been widely implemented 

to exclude low performing students during the era of No Child Left Behind legislation.  



29 

 

 

Due to school funding being tied to test scores, the No Child Left Behind Act affords 

schools an incentive to remove rather than remediate students with low test scores 

(Heitzeg, 2009).   

Risk Tolerance and Classroom Culture 

The unfortunate truth is that many students feel quite vulnerable in schools today.  

Unfortunately for many students, school is the place where they are tested and 

condemned—often publicly—and where they feel deficient and unsupported (Blackwell, 

2018).  In order to mitigate these challenges, teachers can create a risk-tolerant classroom 

culture.  To create a risk-tolerant classroom culture, Blackwell (2018) claimed that 

teachers should create a positive culture and establish clear expectations about how 

students should treat each other.  Blackwell suggested multiple ways to create a risk-

tolerant culture which includes: 

• Highlight the importance of mistakes in the culture of learning 

• Allow students to be in charge of their own learning 

• Provide growth mindset feedback 

• Cultivate a risk-tolerant peer culture 

Restorative Justice  

Restorative Justice is an ideology and set of practices which promote a spirit of 

collaboration to address harm and make amends among stakeholders when crime or 

wrongdoing has occurred (Umbreit & Armour, 2010).  Restorative Justice was first used 

in response to criminal behavior within the criminal justice system.  According to 

Armour (2010), when the principles are implemented as a school-based initiative, it 

serves as an alternative to retributive zero-tolerance policies.  The implementation of 
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Restorative Justice for school-related discipline is known by several different names, 

including Circles, Restorative Practices, Restorative Processes, Restorative Measures, 

Restorative Approaches, and Restorative Discipline (Armour, 2016).  Restorative Justice 

strives to balance the needs of the person who has been harmed and the victim with 

consequences for the offender thus requiring each person to be involved in the process to 

the greatest extent possible (O’Brien, 2007).  According to O’Brien (2007), the 

foundation of Restorative Justice outlines crime as an injury and recognizes the need to 

repair that injury, in addition to a commitment to include all individuals affected in 

response to crime.  As it has developed in the criminal justice system, Restorative Justice 

seeks to offer a much more transparent framework for accountability, in which offenses 

can be punished, but within a framework where the relationship damaged by the offense 

is the priority and based on the principle that this damaged relationship should be 

repaired and that the offender should be reintegrated, not only for the good of that 

individual but also for the sake of the community (McCluskey et al., 2008).  According to 

McCluskey et al. (2008), the power of Restorative Justice seems to lie in the importance 

of restoring relationships and looking at everyday situations and circumstances, rather 

than understanding and reacting to children’s behavior using punitive measures.  Issues 

about Restorative Justice as social control, and also about punishment, exist and must 

answer questions which are central to the introduction of Restorative Justice in 

educational settings (McCluskey et al., 2008). 
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Restorative Justice in Schools 

Restorative Practices seeks to encourage a framework for responding to 

disciplinary concerns which the subsequent questions can lead to actions with 

encouraging results: 

1. How might we respond to actions that are unkind or damaging for individuals 

and relationships? 

2. How might we create a school culture where there is a good sense of social 

connectedness and respect for all individuals (Macready, 2009)?   

Restorative Practices uses a collaborative response to wrongdoing as opposed to 

zero tolerance and strict punishment (Mirsky, 2007).  This response utilizes a holistic 

continuum of services, which includes prevention, intervention, diversion, commitment, 

probation, reentry, and aftercare.   

At present, Restorative Practices are emerging throughout the country and are 

being practiced in California, Colorado, Georgia, Illinois, Maine, Maryland, 

Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, New York, Texas, Connecticut, and 

Pennsylvania (Schiff, 2013).  According to Armour (2016), this young movement is 

gathering substantial evidence which supports its philosophy and practices in addition to 

an understanding of what makes for effective and sustainable implementation.  

Researchers have confirmed the effectiveness of Restorative Justice in the United States 

and internationally in both juvenile justice and school settings (Schiff, 2013).  Restorative 

Practices is a philosophy that requires administrators, teachers, and students to approach 

what is happening in the school community peaceably and positively (Thorsborne & 

Blood, 2013).  Restorative Practices replace doubt, punishment, and fear with 
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authenticity and connectedness.  The fundamental purpose of Restorative Practices seeks 

to advocate for inclusion and community-based problem-solving.  Restorative Justice in 

schools addresses harm but also uses procedures that simultaneously produce a culture 

that promotes positive relationships, develops social-emotional understanding and skills.  

At the same, it serves as a meaningful intervention and becomes preemptive because 

schools can resolve issues early on (Armour, 2016).  When considering strategies for 

keeping youth in schools, Restorative Justice is a particularly effective strategy and can 

be successful in redefining school disciplinary options and Codes of Conduct to decrease 

the use of exclusionary discipline practices (Schiff, 2013).  The history and evolution of 

Restorative Justice have presented several vital features relevant to developing the 

practice in schools.  These include: 

• the importance of equitable process; 

• the acknowledgment of the human rights, and involvement where possible, of 

all parties in dispute; 

• the idea of restoration as an alternative to retribution; 

• the importance of developing empathy for others in averting and responding 

to conflict or violence; 

• the appreciation of the views of all parties in open dialog; 

• the effectiveness of circles for sharing opinions, articulating feelings or 

resolving issues; 

• the importance of the language (often scripted) used in addressing conflict and 

harm (Schiff, 2013). 
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Schiff (2013) further stated that Restorative Justice could have a meaningful 

impact on reducing exclusionary discipline practices, and juvenile justice system entry, as 

well as engage students in the school community and improve school climate.  The focus 

of Restorative Justice includes inclusion and community-based problem solving and 

seeks to create a school climate that promotes healthy relationships, develops social-

emotional skill, thus enhancing teaching and learning (Armour, 2016).  Theoretically, 

Restorative Practices are geared towards a whole school model, while the continued 

growth and implementation reflect the fit between schools and the philosophy of 

Restorative Justice when explicitly applied to wrongdoing (Armour, 2016).  Schiff (2013) 

determined that Restorative Justice can have a meaningful impact on decreasing 

exclusionary discipline practices, juvenile justice system entry, as well as engage students 

and improve school climate.  Although Restorative Practices are philosophically geared 

towards a whole school model, the rapid growth and adoption of Restorative Practices 

reflect the goodness-of-fit between schools and restorative justice philosophy and 

programs when explicitly applied to wrongdoing (Armour, 2016).   

Restorative Practices 

Restorative Practices, which grew from Restorative Justice, is an emerging field 

of study that has the potential to change human behavior and strengthen humanity around 

the world positively. The use of this approach can build healthy communities, increase 

social capital, reduce the impact of misconduct, repair harm and restore relationships 

(Wachtel, 2016).  Youth can thrive to their highest potential in a restorative community. 

To offer a supportive and nurturing school culture for students, professionals need to be 

high in concern for kids and supportive of the community they build together (Rodman, 
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2007).  In New Zealand, the Restorative Practices Development Team at the University 

of Waikato’s School of Education notes that the goals of Restorative Practices in schools 

seek to: 

• focus on the issue, not the person as being challenging; 

• encourage understanding of the results and how the issue has affected the 

school community and all the individuals involved; 

• invite accountability for restoring the harm done to be taken up (though not 

necessarily by the offender alone); 

• avoid assigning shame and blame; 

• encourage the healing of hurt; 

• open up avenues of redress; 

• restore relationships between those affected; 

• include everyone (including offenders) in the community internal and external 

to the school rather than divide people into insider and outsider groups 

(Wearmouth & Berryman, 2012). 

Restorative practices: circles. A circle is an adaptable Restorative Practice that 

can be implemented to establish relationships and build a community to address 

wrongdoing and conflict (Wachtel, 2016).  When applied in the classroom with fidelity, 

Tier 1 Restorative Circles are used to build community, solve problems, facilitate student 

and teacher connectedness, and to provide a respectful space for establishing the values 

for the classroom based on self-respect.  A meeting often occurs because of problems 

evident in the class—for instance, the learning environment is challenging, bullying 

exists in the class, or a lack of respect for others (teacher included) (Gray & Drewery, 
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2011).  Customarily, the physical setup of the classroom consists of chairs arranged in the 

shape of a circle.  Circles can be unplanned, to resolve a situation quickly, get students 

talking about what they thought when the misbehavior occurred, and ask them how they 

will make the issue right (Shah, 2012).   

In the circle, participants, regardless of role or position, age or knowledge, are 

considered of equal importance, with an equal voice.  Everyone in the circle is 

encouraged to speak and listen from the heart or to sit in silence. No one sits 

above or below others, or outside of the circle. The circle is inclusive. Even the 

circle keeper participates in the circle, in addition to facilitating the process. A 

circular seating arrangement and the use of a talking piece help define the process. 

While circles vary somewhat in style and structure, they all seek to cultivate a 

climate of mutual respect and caring that is value-oriented and heart-based, that 

engages the emotions as well as the mind. Circles are inclusive also in content, 

designed to allow space for all dimensions of human life, including the spiritual 

values and traditions of the participants. (Greenwood, 2005, p. 2) 

Circle processes are becoming increasingly popular in schools across the nation (Amstutz 

& Mullet, 2005).  There are several types of circles:  community building, problem-

solving, and reintegration.  The use of circles is based on the premise that: 

• Each of us desires to seek a connection to others in a good way. 

• Each of us is a treasured member of the community and has a right to his or 

her beliefs. 

• We all share common values that indicate what connecting in a virtuous way 

means (even though being connected in a good way and acting from our 
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values are not always easy to do, especially during difficult conversations or 

conflict). 

When embarking upon a circle process, chairs are placed in the form of a circle, 

and one or two facilitators are charged with facilitating the circle.  A talking piece is 

passed to each participant clockwise, and only the person holding the talking piece is 

permitted to speak (Amstutz & Mullet, 2005).  Once the circle keeper has articulated the 

circle agreements and values, the keeper then poses a set of questions, and the talking 

piece is passed permitting each person to respond.  The use of a talking piece reduces the 

pace of the discussion, encourages equity of voice, assists participants in modulating and 

shaping the expression of strong emotions, and allows for more in-depth conversation, 

more careful listening and unselfish expression (Greenwood, 2005).  According to 

Amstutz and Mullet (2005), circles provide a methodical and reflective process that 

underpins the fundamental values of Restorative Discipline and peaceable schools.  

Greenwood (2005) suggested how the facilitation of circles resonates with other 

theoretical frameworks and empirical practices that allow participants to share 

meaningfully, equalize power, integrate all-inclusive viewpoints, encourage cooperation, 

and draw upon innate wisdom and experience. 

Another commonly used circle layout is the fishbowl. Participants that engage in 

the fishbowl layout are active participants in the inner circle who may debate an issue 

with a sequential approach or engage in an activity such as problem-solving (Wachtel, 

2016).  This unique format allows others to view a circle without actively participating 

due to a large group of active participants. 
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Class meetings. Acceptance and belonging to a group are both critical factors for 

children as there is a need for them to feel accepted and to believe that their opinions and 

feelings matter (Amstutz & Mullet, 2005).  Amstutz and Mullet (2005) further stated that 

class meetings offer an opportunity to discuss problems and concerns relevant to them, 

rather than having activities that revolve solely around the curriculum.  Effective 

classroom meetings consist of eight components (Nelsen, Lott, & Glenn, 2013): 

1. Form a circle. 

2. Practice sharing compliments and statements of appreciation toward each 

other. 

3. Make an agenda. 

4. Develop communication skills. 

5. Emphasize learning about individual realities that might be different from the 

children’s own. 

6. Help them identify the reasons people do what they do. 

7. Engage in role-playing and brainstorming. 

8. Focus on non-punitive resolutions. 

When these building blocks are implemented, the classroom becomes a place 

where student voice is encouraged and where the skills needed for life are taught and 

valued (Amstutz & Mullet, 2005).  Classroom meetings provide a new and proactive way 

to build community and strengthen relationships.  Meetings are also essential for conflict 

resolution and issues which may arise in the classroom.  A meeting often occurs because 

of noticeable issues in the classroom—for instance, the learning environment is 

challenging, there are put-downs in the class, or a lack of respect for others (teacher 
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included) (Gray & Drewery, 2011).  Classroom meetings can include a teacher, 

parent/caregiver and a student(s).  The meeting is facilitated by a school staff member 

who aids the group in working through the issue that has caused harm (Thorsborne & 

Blood, 2013).  Teachers and students can engage in classroom meetings when they 

recognize an issue is interfering with the learning environment, and a structured 

conversation is needed to address the issue (Thorsborne & Blood, 2013). 

Restorative chat. The Restorative “Chat” is an informal, though somewhat 

structured, dialogue with one or several students involved in a low-level conflict 

(Amstutz & Mullet, 2005).  The Restorative Chat focuses on questioning which aims to 

build thought and awareness of the harm done.  Questions to the wrongdoer include 

(Thorsborne & Blood, 2013): 

• Tell me what happened. 

• What were you thinking at the time? 

• What have you thought about since? 

• Who has been affected?  How? 

• What needs to happen to repair the harm? 

• Questions to the person harmed include: 

• What did you think when ______happened? 

• How have you been harmed/affected? 

• What has been the hardest or most challenging part? 

• What would you like to see happen? 

Restorative conference. A Restorative Conference is an organized meeting 

between offenders, victims and both parties’ family and friends, in which all parties 
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address the consequences of the crime or offense and resolve how best to repair the harm 

(Wachtel, 2016).  Also, Wachtel (2016) determined that conferences provided victims 

and others affected with a chance to confront the offender, share their feelings, ask 

questions and have a say in the conclusion.   

Participation in Restorative Conferences are voluntary, and both victim and 

offender must agree to participate.  According to Amstutz and Mullet (2005), Restorative 

Conferences permit participants to share what happened, discuss how each felt about it, 

explore what needs to be done to make things right, and how to avoid the issue in the 

future. 

Family Group Conferences (FGC) or Family Group Decision Making 

(FGDM). The Family Group Conference (FGC) originated in New Zealand with the 

Children, Young Persons and Their Families Act in 1989; the legislation created the 

Family Group Conference (FGC), which soon spread around the world (Wachtel, 2016).  

The practice is called Family Group Decision Making (FGDM) in America.  FGC/FGDM 

brings together family members to make important decisions that might otherwise be 

made by professionals (Wachtel, 2016).  FGCs have been used as decision-making 

protocols in issues related to child welfare, school discipline, and criminal justice (McRae 

& Zehr, 2004).  McRae and Zehr (2004) explained how the purpose of FGCs is designed 

to empower and support participants while valuing the resources of the extended family 

and community.  

Restorative Discipline/Practices Implementation 

Restorative Discipline emerged from the criminal justice system, and many 

school districts and schools throughout the nation are implementing its practices with 
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both vigor and fidelity.  Restorative Justice has been used primarily in response to 

criminal behavior; it is gaining significant momentum in education due to its ability to 

build safe classroom communities and generate collaborative and inclusive practices that 

foster hope and healing (Armour, 2016).  The implementation of Restorative Practices is 

about shifting the hearts and minds of everyone so that they are focused on strengthening 

and restoring relationships that exist in classrooms and school communities (Thorsborne 

& Blood, 2013).  According to Armour (2016), a whole school relational approach would 

not only focus on repairing severe instances of harm and aggression but also nurturing the 

development of relationships in the classroom and school community.   

Thorsborne and Blood (2013) addressed the necessity for planning and change 

management so that the job of changing school culture is achieved through the 

strengthening of relationships and social capital.  They further explained how 

practitioners must anticipate the emotional impact of change and how to work through 

these emotions to bring people along in the process.  Their three steps to implementation 

are: 

1. Making a case for change 

2. Putting an implementation team together 

3. Creating a vision for the future. 

Solinas (2007) contended that the implementation of Restorative Justice in 

schools often encounters challenges relating to the reluctance of the school’s faculty to 

embrace the principles whole-heartedly.  Because the emphasis is based on problem-

solving, Restorative Justice in schools not only addresses harm but also uses protocols 

that create a culture that encourages positive and nurturing relationships, develops social-
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emotional understanding, and enhances teaching and learning (Armour, 2016).  Armour 

(2016) further explained that while Restorative Practices are theoretically geared towards 

whole school implementation, the accelerated growth of Restorative Practices reflects 

implementation being contingent upon openness to implementation by teachers and 

administrators as Restorative Practices should not be forced or initiated as a top-down 

mandate. 

Outcomes of Restorative Practices 

There is promising evidence of the effect of Restorative Practices on behavioral 

outcomes.  Some examples of positive results from Restorative Discipline 

implementation: 

• Upon implementing Restorative Circles, West Philadelphia High School saw a 

50% decrease in suspensions, along with a 52% reduction in severe and 

violent acts during the 2007/08 school year, followed by a decrease of 40% 

during the 2008-2009 school year (Lewis, 2009). 

• In Denver, Colorado, a mixture of informal classroom meetings, victim 

impact panels, and Restorative Conferencing resulted in a 68% overall 

decrease in police tickets and a 40% reduction in out-of-school suspensions in 

seventeen schools (Advancement Project, 2010). 

• In New Orleans, Louisiana, The Center for Restorative Approaches, as part of 

Neighborhood Housing Services, partners with local schools to offer 

restorative training and professional development to teachers and staff, as well 

as offering direct services through dialogue (Atlantic Philanthropies, 2017). 
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• In Baltimore, Maryland, the school district transformed their school discipline 

code to replicate an institutional approach towards Restorative Practices by 

separating inappropriate behavior into four levels and ensuring that many 

minor offenses can never result in an out-of-school suspension. In the years 

following implementation, suspensions decreased, and the school district saw 

an increase in graduation rates for Black students, and graduation rates overall 

(Atlantic Philanthropies, 2017). 

In addition to the results seen across the United States, schools in other countries 

are also implementing Restorative Practices in response to excessively harsh disciplinary 

policies and reporting significant outcomes (Schiff, 2013). Some examples are:  

• In several Canadian schools, suspensions decreased anywhere from 12% to 

73% after implementing Restorative Conferencing (Lewis, 2009) 

• In several United Kingdom schools, decreases were seen in suspension days 

and adverse incidents following the implementation of Restorative 

Conferencing, circles and other practices (Lewis, 2009). 

Summary 

Restorative Practices are on a fast track to becoming the preferred discipline 

philosophy in schools throughout the country supplemented by a range of collaborative 

practices (Armour, 2016).  Armour (2016) stated that research on whole school 

Restorative Practices approach is in its early stages. Restorative Justice in schools has 

emerged as one of the most promising approaches to developing schools where the 

community—not social control—is at the center (Heitzeg, 2009).  Many school districts 

and campuses are implementing Restorative Practices with lightning speed. The 
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reduction in the numbers related to suspensions has influenced school boards and other 

policymaking entities to pass policies supporting, even demanding schools to implement 

Restorative Practices (Armour, 2016).  Implementation of Restorative Practices with 

fidelity relies on individuals who are accountable for implementation to have an 

understanding of the school climate and of the issues that the school has to contend with 

before implementing (Hurley, Guckenburg, Persson, Fronius, & Petrosino, 2015).  

Restorative Practices offers the school community an inclusive, positive climate and 

disciplinary system for school improvement that infuses hope (Armour, 2016).  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine the 

perceptions of elementary administrators in a large urban school district regarding the 

first-year implementation of Restorative Practices.  Restorative Practices, which evolved 

from Restorative Justice, is a relatively new field of study that has the potential to change 

human behavior and strengthen humanity around the world (Wachtel, 2016).  The use of 

this approach can build healthy communities, increase social capital, reduce the impact of 

misconduct, repair harm, and restore relationships (Wachtel, 2016).  

Chapter III defines the methodology of the study and begins with a restatement of 

the purpose and the research questions. Next, the design of the research is explained. 

Then, the participants and setting are identified, followed by an explanation of the 

instrumentation for the study. The data collection methods are described in addition to the 

data analysis for each phase of the study. The chapter concludes with a summary of the 

chapter and the organization of the study. 

Purpose  

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine the 

perceptions of elementary administrators in a large urban school district regarding the 

first-year implementation of Restorative Practices.  Restorative Practices will be defined 

as a social science that studies the building of social capital and achievement of social 

discipline through participatory learning and decision making (Wachtel, 2016).  The use 

of Restorative Practices builds healthy communities, increases social capital, reduces the 
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impact of crime, decreases antisocial behavior, repairs harm and restores relationships 

(Wachtel, 2016).  Armour (2016) suggested that schools are beset with complex 

challenges in their efforts to educate students.  Armour further asserted how the need to 

meet standards on state assessments have produced classrooms that provide little time for 

students who need more attention or for addressing students’ social or emotional needs.   

Research Design 

In this descriptive study, the researcher used the qualitative research methodology 

of the phenomenological case study.  According to Creswell (2013), a phenomenological 

study describes the shared meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of 

an idea or a phenomenon.  This qualitative phenomenological study identified 

perceptions of administrators in their first year of implementation with Restorative 

Practices, specifically Community Building Circles. Creswell (2013) listed characteristics 

common to qualitative research: holistic overview, evolving design, contextual setting, 

multiple methods, subjective perspectives, natural setting, complex reasoning, reflective, 

and the critical role of researcher.  To understand the experiences of the participants, the 

researcher collected the data through observations and interviews.  Creswell (2013) 

asserted that data analysis of transcendental phenomenology procedures clarified themes 

which caused the creation of the experienced phenomenon. Sandelowski (2000) stated 

that qualitative phenomenological studies allowed the accumulation and classification of 

data which resulted in a transformation of the event or experience.  The researcher 

analyzed the data and developed a description of the experiences of the phenomenon.  

The research questions used to better understand the phenomenon are: 
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1. What are administrators’ perceptions regarding their training of Tier One 

Community Building Circles?  

2. What are administrators’ perceptions of the benefits for students and teachers 

involved in the implementation of Restorative Practices? 

3. What are administrators’ perceptions of the challenges for students and 

teachers involved in the implementation of Restorative Practices? 

Context and Setting 

The researcher chose Southeast Texas as the setting of this study for the following 

reasons: (a) the researcher lives in the city and works with schools in the area, and (b) 

many of the schools within Southeast Texas exhibit high numbers of exclusionary 

discipline practices.  The selected school district is one of the largest and most diverse 

urban school districts in the state of Texas.  The district offers numerous educational 

options and Magnet Programs which allow families to choose the school that meets their 

child’s needs and interests.  Several of the schools incorporate one or more Magnet 

Programs.  The following sections provide an explanation of the schools’ background and 

academic offerings.  The background of the schools used in the study incorporate:  

instructional program, demographic data, and schools’ locations.   

School A 

 School A is located in the Northwest area of the school district. The school 

enrollment for the 2017-2018 school year was 820 students.  The school’s student body 

consisted of:  33% White, 4.4% Black, 56% Hispanic, 1.0% Asian, 0.2% Pacific Islander, 

46.5% Economically Disadvantaged, 23.4% English Learners, 6% special education and 

66.7% at risk (Texas Educaton Agency, 2018).  School A offers to its students a 
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Montessori education.  Montessori classrooms encompass various age groupings which 

span infant to three years old, three to six, six to nine, and nine to 12 (Lillard, 2013).  The 

materials in Montessori classrooms are easily accessible to children, organized by subject 

area, and allow children to learn at their own pace (Lillard, 2013). 

School B 

 School B is located also located in the Northwest area of the school district.  The 

school enrollment for the 2018-2018 school year was 672 students.  The school’s student 

body consisted of:  48% White, 3.7% Black, 36% Hispanic, 3.7% Asian, 0.1% Pacific 

Islander, 18.8% Economically Disadvantaged, 4.6% English Learners, 6% special 

education and 50% at risk (Texas Educaton Agency, 2018).  The International 

Baccalaureate (IB) Program is the hallmark of this school.  The instruction in this setting 

allows students receiving an IB education to reflect on their own culture, viewpoints, and 

individualities and then on those of others (International Baccalaureate Organization, 

2017).  Students learn to value diverse thoughts, values and experiences, and meaningful 

ways to work together across cultures and disciplines (International Baccalaureate 

Organization, 2017).  The IB Organization (2017) further explained how students gain 

the understanding needed to make progress toward a more peaceful world.  In addition to 

IB, this school also offers a STEM program.  A STEM curriculum is grounded in the idea 

of educating students in four specific areas—science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics—in an integrated and cohesive approach based on real-world application 

(Hom, 2014).   
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School C 

 School C is located in the Northwest area of the school district.  The school 

enrollment for the 2017-2018 school year was 291 students.  The school’s student body 

consisted of:  32% White, 24.4% Black, 32.6% Hispanic, 5.5% Asian, 0% Pacific 

Islander, 57.0% Economically Disadvantaged, 28.9% English Learners, 1% special 

education and 80% at risk (Texas Educaton Agency, 2018).  School C provides its 

student body with a language immersion program.  The language immersion method was 

first introduced in North America as educators believed in its ability to push students 

toward bilingualism and biliteracy (Fortune, 2012). According to Fortune (2012), 

immersion language programs began to develop in Canada and Florida because educators 

felt that multiple languages were necessary for children’s futures (Fortune, 2012).   

School D 

 School D is located in the West area of the school district.  The school enrollment 

for the 2017-2018 school year was 726 students.  The school’s student body consisted of:  

0.7% White, 16.3% Black, 81.5% Hispanic, 1.2% Asian, 0% Pacific Islander, 97.5% 

Economically Disadvantaged, 69.6% English Learners, 4% special education and 84% at 

risk (Texas Educaton Agency, 2018).  School D does not have a Magnet Program.  It is 

considered a neighborhood school, and the students that attend the school are zoned by 

their home address.   
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Table 1  

School Characteristics 

 

Participants 

In qualitative studies, purposeful sampling was used in gathering data relevant 

and valuable to the study (Sandelowski, 2000).  The purposeful sampling group of this 

voluntary study included six school-based administrators from the four schools who 

served in the roles of principals, assistant principals, and counselors. The schools in this 

study were selected based on their campus administrator’s interest in Restorative 

Discipline after attending professional development offered by the school district or 

learning about Restorative Discipline through other sources.  The sample selection began 

with 13 schools before the start of the 2018-2019 school year.  The sample was narrowed 

further by selecting schools that were able to adhere to the following requirements:  

commitment to participation in all necessary training designated for leadership teams and 

teachers and assigning time for Community Building Circles within the upcoming school 

year’s master schedule.  The principals of each school expressed their sincere desire to 

Schools Enrollment Location Programs 

School A 820 Northwest -Montessori 

 

School B 672 Northwest -International 

Baccalaureate-Primary 

Years Programme 

(PYP) 

-STEM 

 

School C 291 Northwest -Language Immersion 

School D 726 West -Not Applicable 
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implement Community Building Circles at their respective schools and complied with all 

requirements.  Participants were trained in Restorative Practices before the start of the 

2018-2019 school year.  The group was comprised of males and females of varying 

ethnicities, ages, and administrative experience.  The years of school leadership 

experience ranged from one to 26 years with one participant identifying himself as male 

and five of the participants identifying as female.  The participants represented a very 

diverse group of educators to include:  African-American, Caucasian, Asian-American, 

and Hispanic.  

Instrumentation 

Open-ended questions guided the instruments in this phenomenological study. 

Creswell (2015) recommended the use of open-ended responses for interviews, 

observations, questionnaires, and other methods related to qualitative data gathering. In 

addition, Lunenburg and Irby (2018) noted the use of observation as another technique 

frequently used in qualitative research.   Creswell (2015) argued that interviews are 

favored over observations and document collection in qualitative research. The questions 

used in the interviews were based on the guided protocol that reflected the research 

questions that guided this study.   

Data Collection 

Approval from the university’s Institutional Research Board (IRB) was received 

before contacting the participants for the study (see Appendix A).  The guided protocol 

was submitted to the Houston Baptist University Institutional Review Board in order to 

obtain approval to conduct the study (see Appendix B).  Approval was also obtained from 

the school district to conduct the study.  The data collection methods for this study 
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included observations, interviews, voice recordings, and transcriptions.  The researcher 

used structured questions in which the participants responded to questions focused on the 

implementation of Restorative Practices using a guided protocol.  The guided protocol 

was administered to the six administrators selected for this study.  The in-depth 

interviews were conducted in person with each participant on an individual basis (see 

Appendix C and D).  The researcher adhered to the design of the protocol, and all 

participants thoroughly responded to each question.  The interviews ranged in length 

based on the participants’ responses but none of the interviews exceeded 90 minutes. 

In addition to one-on-one interviews with administrators, the researcher also 

served as a participant observer during several of the teacher-led Community Building 

Circles.  Observations were conducted to assess fidelity to the Community Building 

Circle lesson plans, student and teacher participation, and environmental factors.  

Conducting observations permitted the researcher to have a shared experience with the 

participants, which allowed the researcher to record data as observed.  Important features 

of the facilitation of Community Building Circles came to light, students were able to 

connect the introductory and closing quotes to previously learned information, and ideas 

for future lesson plans were shared. After the observation, the following questions were 

asked: 

1. What recommendations do you have for improvement of the lesson plans? 

2. Is there enough time to complete an entire Community Building Circle? 

3. Which portion of the Community Building Circle do students reference when 

speaking about their experience? 
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4. Have you referenced portions of the Community Building Circles during 

instructional time? 

5. Are you incorporating additional Community Building Circles or portions of 

the lesson plan throughout the week? 

The intention of these questions was to gain insight into how well the implementation has 

progressed and how the lessons extend outside of circle time. 

Researcher Bias 

As recommended by Creswell (2013), investigators should dismiss their 

backgrounds and experiences, as much as possible, to take a new view of the 

phenomenon under investigation. The researcher had experience working in schools that 

typically used exclusionary practices. The researcher also had extensive experience with 

Restorative Practices as a trainer. The researcher was an advocate of alternatives to 

suspension, such as the implementation of Restorative Practices. If used effectively and 

with fidelity, Restorative Practices can help to eradicate both the discipline gap and the 

School-to-Prison pipeline.  The researcher also believed she was able to separate her 

personal feelings while conducting the interviews and compiling the research findings of 

this study.  The researcher used a voice recorder to record the participants’ responses, as 

well as a transcription mobile app to accurately transcribe the data to put aside any 

personal biases.  

Data Analysis 

Using semi-structured in-depth interviews, the participants responded to questions 

focused on their schools’ implementation of Restorative Practices using a guided 

protocol. The in-depth interviews were conducted face-to-face at their respective school 
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sites.  Creswell (2013) recognized triangulation as a validation strategy comprised of 

multiple methods, theories, sources, and investigators.  The interview responses provided 

data that was reviewed for themes and structures as related to the participants’ 

experiences with Restorative Practices.  The open-ended responses to the questions from 

the interviews were transcribed, and the data was placed in categories according to the 

guided protocol.  The notes were stored on a laptop, as well as on an external hard drive. 

After each interview, the researcher reviewed the transcripts and began the data 

analysis phase of the study.  As the study progressed, the researcher began the process of 

coding the information.  Exact quotes and statements were organized into emerging 

themes.  As themes emerged, the researcher coded the information and meanings were 

validated through the results.  The researcher looked for emerging themes among the data 

and remained open to all possibilities. 

Treatment of Data 

Face-to-face interviews were conducted at the participants’ respective schools. 

The interviews were recorded using a voice recorder on an iPhone. Later, each interview 

was transcribed using a mobile app.  According to Creswell (2013), forming codes 

characterized the core of qualitative data analysis.  Creswell further asserted that it is in 

the coding stage that researchers build detailed descriptions, develop themes, and offer an 

explanation in light of their views or views in the literature.  The field notes and 

transcriptions were stored on the researcher’s password protected laptop and on an 

external hard drive for seven years.   
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Provisions for Trustworthiness 

The strategies used to encourage trustworthiness included exact interviews, 

observations, and transcriptions.  The use of multiple sources of data ensured heightened 

validity of the research study.  According to Yin (2014), multiple sources of data should 

be used to ensure validity. 

Summary 

 This chapter contained the methodology, purpose statement, research design, 

participants, setting, data collection, researcher bias, data analysis, treatment of data, 

provisions for trustworthiness, and summary. Chapters IV and V provide the research 

findings and conclusions.  
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine the 

perceptions of elementary administrators in a large urban school district regarding the 

first-year implementation of Restorative Practices.  Restorative Practices, which evolved 

from Restorative Justice, is a relatively new field of study that has the potential to change 

human behavior and strengthen humanity around the world (Wachtel, 2016).  The use of 

this approach can build healthy communities, increase social capital, reduce the impact of 

misconduct, repair harm, and restore relationships (Wachtel, 2016).  

The focus of this study was the study of the implementation of Community 

Building Circles during the school day, the foundation of Restorative Practices.  This 

study gave voice to six administrators who facilitated the implementation of Restorative 

Practices on their campuses. The research questions used to understand the phenomenon 

were: 

1. What were the perceptions of administrators’ regarding their training of Tier 

One Community Building Circles?  

2. What were administrators’ perceptions of the benefits for students and 

teachers involved in the implementation of Restorative Practices? 

3. What were administrators’ perceptions of the challenges for students and 

teachers involved in the implementation of Restorative Practices? 



56 

 

 

Research Question One 

Research question one asked how administrators viewed the training they 

received on Community Building Circles.  Six administrators were interviewed, and two 

themes emerged regarding their perceptions of the training they received.  The emerging 

themes included participation in Community Building Circles during the training and 

receiving weekly circle lesson plans throughout the entire school year. 

Participation in Community Building Circles 

Each participant expressed that experiencing Community Building Circles during 

their training impacted their thoughts about how the process could be beneficial to their 

students.  Participant A stated,  

The greatest component of the training was actually participating in one because 

you can genuinely see and feel the benefit of how students would be able to 

progress through the different rounds of questions.  In the beginning some of us 

were reluctant but there were so many tears and opportunities to find 

commonality among ourselves.  We don’t take the time to regularly check in with 

each other because of the demands of the school day.  After the training, we 

decided to incorporate Community Building Circles in our staff meetings. 

Participant E stated, “We had a community circle during our training, and we really felt 

the impact of how this could benefit our students.  I enjoyed answering the questions and 

thought to myself how I never knew this or that about my colleagues.”  All administrators 

shared that participating in Community Building Circles would greatly enhance their 

ability to conduct circles with their students.  When asked about how the training would 
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impact their teachers’ transferability, from training to implementation, Participant C 

stated,  

It’s such a seamless process from the training right to the implementation and we 

will have the time built into the day for everyone to test the waters with this.  This 

is coming at the right time for our campus and I feel as though we received the 

right amount of research, background information about the benefits of 

Community Circles as well as the experience of the power of Community Circles. 

Receiving Weekly Community Building Lesson Plans 

Many of the participants acknowledged that receiving lesson plans each week, 

which provided the script and format of the circles, greatly assisted their staff with 

implementation.  Having a structured plan that centered on relationship building and 

questions to build empathy in students were helpful in both the planning and 

implementation process.  Participant A stated the following: 

My teachers are typically overwhelmed with the amount of work that we have to 

do just because we are an immersion campus and it takes a toll.  Just knowing that 

we would be trained and receiving the lessons was a pretty easy sell for my staff.  

Additionally, one of the participants agreed that having scripted plans helped 

teachers to build their confidence with implementation and ensured the right questions 

were being asked.  Participant B shared, “The protocols that were provided each week 

helped us all to speak a common language and provided continuity across the campuses 

that were implementing.”  Participant C stated the following: 

The weekly lesson plans provided a guide for our campus to ensure we had a 

common language for how we would work on areas such as cultivating trust, 
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building empathy, incorporating equity of voice, through the act of coming 

together each week to learn more about ourselves,  During this time, we saw 

students taking ownership of their time together.  What we enjoyed most about 

the lesson plans was that the plans were written not only with our schools in mind 

and what our students needed. 

Research Question Two 

Addressed in the second research question were the perceived benefits of 

Community Building Circles for teachers and students.  Emergent themes included, 

positive classroom and school cultures improved teacher-student relationships, improved 

peer relationships, and improved empathy. 

Positive Classroom and School Cultures 

Four participants referred to the improvement of classroom and school culture as 

a result of implementing Community Building Circles.  Participant B said, “We now have 

a language for meeting a child’s emotional well-being.  Our school culture overall has 

improved.  We are becoming a more nurturing and kinder community.”  Participant D 

mentioned that he knew the benefits of structured dialogue would allow teachers and 

students to connect in meaningful ways.  He shared, 

The best part of the process was seeing some of the students that you knew had 

behavior issues in the past and you would treat the child as if they were the 

behavior. So now you are shifting to treating the behavior and not the person.  

You still have the behavior that’s happening, but you are also recognizing the 

child.  Teachers are learning to see the child apart from the behavior.  Through 

circles, we get to see the issues he/she may be dealing with at home; learning that 
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this is why the child is acting out.  We are now kinder and more understanding 

when the behavior begins to surface.  

Community Building Circles were also implemented with students in grades pre-

kindergarten through second grades. Participant A remarked how the components of 

circles overlapped with components of the positive character traits her teachers were 

covering during morning circles.  She stated, “We talk a lot about what it means to be 

caring and a principled person.  The lessons in circles helped to make our classrooms 

more positive and the mini-lessons helped to reinforce the positive character traits we 

were teaching in a meaningful way.”    

Improved Teacher-Student Relationships 

Three participants believed the implementation of Community Building Circles 

had a positive effect on the relationships between teachers and students.  Participant C 

stated, “I think students have a much greater sense of trust and stronger relationships with 

the teachers.”  Participant F discussed a time where communication between a teacher 

and student saw tremendous improvement because of Community Building Circles.  She 

remarked, 

I really think the circles have helped to improve dialogue between our teachers 

and students.  In fact, the relationships have grown since last year.  I had a teacher 

that was really struggling with a student who was off the charts academically.  

The student really struggled behaviorally, and he had the perception that the 

teacher hated him.  We decided to have separate circles with the two of them, and 

that really went to the relationship building as well as repairing the harm that had 
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been caused.  He was able to be truly heard.  We learned a lot about him and the 

power of the circle process.  They were good for the remainder of the school year. 

Participants also discussed how Community Building Circles provided an 

opportunity for teachers and students to truly learn about one another in an impactful 

way.  Participant D remarked, “Circles will place you in a vulnerable state, and you truly 

bond over the ways you are more alike than different.  When things blow up, you can rely 

on the experience of circles.” 

The training teachers and administrators received focused on the importance of 

relationship building.  The questions asked during weekly Community Building Circles 

always encompassed “Getting to Know You” questions.  Participants discussed how 

important these questions were in helping everyone to see each other in a different light.  

Participant A stated,  

Not only did I learn a great deal about my students, but they, in turn, began to see 

me in a different way because I was sharing more than just the curriculum and 

lessons; they were getting to know me as a person.  We’ve had a great year, and I 

wrote few discipline referrals this year. 

Improved Peer Relationships 

All participants expressed that they have seen an increase in improved 

relationships among students.  Participant C shared how a student who was new to their 

school could see and feel the impact Community Building Circles were having.  The 

administrator overheard her telling her parents, “All they talk about is being nice to each 

other and creating unity.”  Participant C believed that this was a clear indicator of the 

positive effect Community Building Circles had on her students.  She also stated, “Our 
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kids look out for each other more.  They are really concerned about their feelings and 

their friends’ feelings, and they look forward to coming together in circle.”  Participant E 

shared similar sentiments, she stated, “Our students really enjoy coming together in 

circle, it provides them an opportunity to truly be heard.  It’s their time to get out 

whatever they need to say to a classmate.  In the past, this would be an issue because of 

feelings of not being accepted and being judged.”  Several participants mentioned how 

students are asking for Community Building Circles when conflict occurs; students now 

have the language needed for advocacy.  Participant F stated, “circles have really shifted 

how the bonds are becoming stronger.  I’ve always told our students that we are a family 

and we don’t make fun of each other.  These are no longer just mere words for the vast 

majority of our students.”  Participant D also shared a similar experience where students 

were advocating for additional Community Building Circles as a means of problem-

solving.  He asserted,   

We had three girls who came and found me while I was on duty.  We had been 

having circles for maybe a month or so.  They told me about an issue they were 

having with another group of girls, but they didn’t want to begin arguing or 

handle themselves in the wrong way.  They didn’t want this to turn into a bigger 

issue, so we sat at a table in the cafeteria and came up with a circle plan that 

specifically asked questions that got to the issue.  They had been given a new tool 

and wanted the opportunity to solve a conflict through dialogue as opposed to 

arguing or worse- ending up in a fight.  We literally thought up the components 

for the circle opening, circle closing and the questions.  All of this let me know 
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that we were onto something special, I felt most proud that they had chosen 

restorative language and dialogue as opposed to words of harm and destruction. 

Improved Empathy 

Three participants shared how through the implementation of Community 

Building Circles, they saw an improvement in empathy among teachers and students.  “I 

think teachers are much more empathetic to their students and their lived experiences,” 

stated Participant C.  Participant B stated, “The simple act of listening without any 

interruptions allowed for teachers to truly hear and see a different side of their students.” 

By the simple act of listening each week, Participant D asserted that, “teachers were able 

to dedicate themselves to truly understanding the experiences of their students and they 

were relying less on discipline referrals and more on the power of their connections.” 

Research Question Three 

Explored in the third research question were the perceived challenges for students 

and teachers involved in the implementation of Community Building Circles. None of the 

participants identified any challenges for students.  The emergent themes for teacher 

challenges included building in the time to conduct and monitor Community Building 

Circles and lack of buy in from some of the teachers. 

Building in Time to Conduct and Monitor Community Building Circles 

Three of the six participants affirmed that for the implementation of Community 

Building Circles to remain a part of the school community, time would need to be 

allocated in the master schedule each year.  Participant C remarked, “Our initial 

challenge was the teachers’ reluctance to give up the time, but they quickly saw the 

payoff and then they were totally invested.”  Participant A shared a similar sentiment, 
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“The biggest challenge is going to be scheduling because there’s so much time we have 

to put in towards instruction, but once we started seeing how the circles were impacting 

our students, I know we’ll have to make the time.” Participant B responded that 

administrators needed to set aside time to monitor Community Building Circles to insure 

fidelity to implementation. 

Lack of Buy In 

Three participants expressed how lack of buy in from some teachers presented a 

challenge with implementation.  Regarding lack of buy-in among some staff, Participant 

D shared, 

As an administrator, one of the challenges I faced was trying to decide how to 

exude my force onto my staff in this process because I initiated the process… I 

was aware of some of the research behind it.  I had certain staff who were only 

going through the motions, at least that’s how I felt. I wanted to figure out the 

right way to approach this situation because I knew the impact circles could have 

on her students.   

Participant E shared a similar dilemma, she stated “the only challenge I could 

think of was with some teachers who were not completely on board with it, even though 

it was a requirement.”  Participant F explained, “I think the only challenge we 

experienced was having the buy in from everyone because as an administrator you can 

implement all the procedures you want, but you’re not in the classroom 100 percent of 

the time to insure the circles are actually taking place.” 
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Summary  

Chapter IV provided an overview of the findings of the study based on responses 

provided by school-based administrators who supported the implementation of 

Restorative Practices, specifically Community Building Circles throughout the 2017-

2018 school year.  Concerning the first research question which explored the quality of 

training administrators and teachers received on Community Building Circles, the 

emergent themes included participation in Community Building Circles and receiving 

weekly circle lesson plans.  The second research question addressed the perceived 

benefits of Community Building Circles on teachers and students.  The emergent themes 

included positive classroom and school cultures, improved teacher-student relationships, 

improved peer relationships, and improved empathy.  Lastly the third research question 

explored the challenges that exist in the implementation of Community Building Circles 

for students and teachers.  The emergent themes that resulted for teacher challenges 

included building in the time to conduct and monitor Community Building Circles and 

lack of buy in from some of the teachers.  Participants did not identify any challenges of 

Community Building Circles for students. 

In Chapter V, the researcher provided discussion, implications, recommendations 

and conclusions for the findings of this study.  This includes but is not limited to 

discussion of the impact training had on implementation.  The researcher also explored 

how Community Building Circles serves as the foundation of all Restorative Practices, 

and if implemented with fidelitys can positively impact student behavior and reduce 

exclusionary discipline practices. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS 

 Discussion 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine the 

perceptions of elementary administrators in a large urban school district regarding the 

first-year implementation of Restorative Practices.  Restorative Practices, which evolved 

from Restorative Justice, is a relatively new field of study that has the potential to change 

human behavior and strengthen humanity around the world (Wachtel, 2016).  The use of 

this approach can build healthy communities, increase social capital, reduce the impact of 

misconduct, repair harm, and restore relationships (Wachtel, 2016).  

This chapter includes a summary of the study and is followed by an examination 

of the key findings presented in the conclusion.  Implications for school-based and 

district-level administrators based on the research findings are presented in the 

implications for practice section.  The recommendations section provides suggestions for 

future research on the topic.  Concluding remarks from the researcher closes the chapter. 

Overview of the Problem   

School leaders throughout the nation struggle with how to administer 

consequences to students due to misbehavior.  Schools often employ exclusionary 

disciplinary consequences as a way to prevent and penalize student misbehavior.  These 

practices are being used in record numbers to discipline students for minor infractions, 

thus contributing to the School-to-Prison pipeline.  As a result of these practices, students 

and their families often feel disconnected from the school community.   Furthermore, 

research indicates that the use of exclusionary discipline practices is not successful in 
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changing student behavior.  More frequently the practices have led to detrimental and 

reactionary outcomes because these practices fail to provide the kind of change necessary 

to shift the current paradigm, which currently favors harsh and exclusionary responses to 

student behavior to maintain order (Armour, 2016).   When students receive out of school 

suspensions, they often return to school resentful of a system and individuals focused on 

removal when they are unable to comply with classroom and school rules. As a result, 

students and families see schools as a place where redemption and second chances are not 

seen as the norm but only reserved for certain students.   

 In contrast to exclusionary discipline practices, Restorative Discipline provides an 

emphasis on transforming school and classroom cultures through perspective taking, 

empathy, and respectful dialogue among students, teachers, and administrators.  Armour 

(2016) further asserted that Restorative Justice, which has been rapidly introduced to 

school districts as a solution, offers an inclusive community-building approach to the 

classroom with meaningful practices that have a compelling impact on redirecting the 

School-to-Prison pipeline.  Proponents of Restorative Discipline suggest that it is 

genuinely the right way to treat children and provides those second chances that are 

integral to the emotional health and growth of children.  

Purpose Statement and Research Questions  

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine the 

implementation of Restorative Practices in several elementary schools in Southeast 

Texas.  The research questions guiding this study included: 

1. What are administrators’ perceptions regarding their training of Tier One 

Community Building Circles?  
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2. What are administrators’ perceptions of the benefits for students and teachers 

involved in the implementation of Restorative Practices? 

3. What are administrators’ perceptions of the challenges for students and 

teachers involved in the implementation of Restorative Practices? 

Design of the Study  

In this descriptive study, the researcher uses the qualitative research methodology 

of the phenomenological case study.  According to Creswell (2013), a phenomenological 

study defines the shared meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of an 

idea or a phenomenon.  This qualitative phenomenological study will identify perceptions 

of administrators on their first year of implementation with Restorative Practices, 

specifically Community Building Circles. 

Participants  

The participants in this study were six school-based administrators who served in 

the following positions:  principal, assistant principal, and counselor.  The selected 

administrators were chosen based on their willingness to implement Community Building 

Circles within specific grade levels or as a whole school approach.  Participants who 

served in this research study ranged in leadership experience from one to 10 or more 

years. One of the participants was male, and five were female.    

Data Collection and Analysis   

Data for this research collection were collected through personal interviews.  Each 

participant was invited to participate in the interviews via email.  All interviews were 

collected in person and lasted from 45 minutes to 90 minutes.  Interviews were recorded 

using the voice recorder on an iPhone and transcribed through a mobile app. 
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Transcriptions of the interviews were carefully reviewed and provided an outline for 

organizing the data.  Themes were identified based on substantial and recurrent sentences 

and phrases. After thorough data analysis, the themes were organized, and categories 

were developed with thorough descriptions of the studied phenomenon. 

Summary of Major Findings   

The significant findings of the research are summarized by the research questions. 

Research question one.  The first research question investigated the 

administrators’ perceptions regarding their training of Tier One Community Building 

Circles.  Emergent themes included: 

• Participation in Community Building Circles during training and 

• Receiving weekly community building lesson plans. 

Research question two.  The second research question investigated the benefits 

of Community Building Circles for students and teachers.  Emergent themes included: 

• Positive classroom and school cultures 

• Improved teacher and student relationships 

• Improved peer relationships and  

• Improved empathy. 

Research question three.  The third research question investigated the challenges 

of Community Building Circles for students and teachers.  Emergent themes included: 

• Building in time to conduct and monitor Community Building Circles and 

• Lack of buy-in 
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Conclusions 

 This phenomenological qualitative research study investigated the implementation 

of Tier One Community Building Circles in selected elementary schools in southeast 

Texas. The findings of the study indicate a positive connection between the 

implementation of Community Building Circles and the effects on both student-teacher 

relationships and peer relationships.  Based on the findings of the individual interviews, 

specific conclusions are deliberated in terms of the research questions that directed the 

study. 

Research Question One   

What are the perceptions of administrators’ regarding their training of Tier One 

Community Building Circles?  Based on research by Armour (2016), the researcher 

stressed there was no agreement on a standard for implementation, the training of 

teachers, the need for restorative coordinators or how to use them effectively, or on the 

differences in implementation by grade level, e.g., elementary, middle, and high school.  

From the results of the researcher, it can be concluded that successful implementation can 

occur by grade level and as a whole school approach.  Additionally, the research also 

concluded that providing schools with a meaningful and impactful training experience 

had a positive effect on implementation.  

 Administrators received extensive training on the research behind Restorative 

Practices and the benefits of Community Building Circles as a bridge to building 

meaningful relationships among students and teachers.  The training also discussed how 

Restorative Practices could provide alternatives to exclusionary discipline practices, such 

as suspensions and expulsions.  Schools are the one standard developmental institution 
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outside of the home; they are the one place where children are in regular and consistent 

relationship with adults (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2015).   

This study proved that participating in Community Building Circles during the 

training played a significant role in teachers’ and administrators’ ability to conduct circles 

with their students.  Additionally, teachers also saw how these opportunities for 

meaningful dialogue and vulnerability could benefit students and classroom culture.  Due 

to the nature of some of the questions that were asked during Community Building 

Circles, teachers and administrators were often overcome with emotions while recounting 

personal stories of failure, challenges in their personal lives, and triumphs in the face of 

adversity.  Fellow circle mates often identified with many of the responses from fellow 

participants and frequently expressed, “I had no idea my colleague was experiencing this. 

I went through something similar.”  During the training teachers and administrators were 

able to see firsthand how participation in Community Building Circles was the catalyst to 

building empathy and perspective taking.  When implemented in the classroom with 

fidelity, Tier 1 restorative circles are used to build community, solve problems, facilitate 

student and teacher connectedness, and to provide a respectful space for establishing the 

values for the classroom based on human self-respect. 

Research Question Two   

What are administrators’ perceptions of the benefits for students and teachers 

involved in the implementation of Restorative Practices?  Amstutz and Mullet (2005) 

emphasized that children have a need to be accepted and to belong to a group, to feel 

accepted, and to believe that their thoughts and opinions matter.  Based on the research 

study findings, it can be concluded that the implementation of Community Building 
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Circles improved relationships between students and teachers.  Participants expressed 

how teachers and administrators had more patience and compassion towards students and 

the issues they were carrying with them from their home lives.  Participants shared that 

teachers were making positive calls home more frequently and were willing to problem 

solve issues in meaningful ways before sending students to the office for administrators 

to deal with the issues.  According to the research of Thorsborne and Blood (2013), 

Restorative Practices requires members of the school community to approach what is 

misbehavior and conflict peacefully, as opposed to punitively and without care for the 

student.  

Three of six participants expressed that through the implementation of 

Community Building Circles, they saw an improvement in empathy among teachers and 

students.  Schiff (2013) emphasized the significance of developing empathy for others as 

a way to prevent and respond to hostility or violence.  The participants affirmed that as 

students began to hear heartfelt and at times tragic stories from their teachers and 

classmates, reluctant and reserved students began to share their experiences.  Participant 

A believed that students were able to see themselves in the lived experiences of many of 

their classmates and as a result, were able to build bridges as opposed to barriers. 

Research Question Three   

What are administrators’ perceptions of the challenges for students and teachers 

involved in the implementation of Restorative Practices?  Armour (2016) explained while 

Restorative Practices are a good option for today’s schools, there is little to no 

acknowledgment of the thorough and comprehensive planning that must accompany 

implementation and the need for continuous fine-tuning based on the response of a school 
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to new ideas and changing traditional mindsets.  Based on the research study findings it 

can be concluded that some teachers struggled with buy-in and were not consistent with 

their implementation.  To see the benefits of Community Building Circles, there must be 

a willingness by teachers to implement with fidelity.  According to Marsh (2017), several 

studies found that a combination of deficit thinking and low expectations of students 

created barriers that prevented teachers from implementing a Restorative Practices 

approach. One of the participants shared that her most significant challenge to 

implementation were teachers who did not see the value of building relationships with 

students.  The participants who expressed this challenge consistently shared the message 

with staff that implementation was a priority for the campus because it was in the best 

interest of students.    

The research findings also concluded that building time in the schedule to conduct 

and monitor Community Building Circles was seen as a challenge.  The No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) Act was passed in 2001, and with this legislation, came numerous 

provisions which increased accountability for states, districts, and schools.  The Act 

ensures an increased level of accountability for all students and teachers.  The pressures 

of high stakes testing place extraordinary demands on the time within the school day.  

Some participants shared that at the beginning of implementation, teachers struggled with 

giving up instructional time to focus on restorative dialogue through Community 

Building Circles.  Some teachers initially saw the use of time as barriers to instruction.  

According to Gray and Drewery (2011), the substantial investment of time and 

professional resources is not only worth the effort, it could become a standard and 

preferred classroom practice.  The implementation of Restorative Practices is not easy; 
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however, Restorative Practices provides evidence that school communities can improve 

the experiences of all members of the school community, particularly students (Marsh, 

2017). 

Implications 

 With the continued emphasis on ending practices associated with the School-to-

Prison pipeline, school districts are beginning to examine the connection between 

exclusionary discipline practices and lower levels of school engagement for students and 

families.  Marsh (2017) noted that the evidence is clear—Restorative Practices works as a 

practical alternative to harsh discipline in schools.  She further stated that growing 

evidence finds the punitive approach to be not only unsuccessful in improving discipline, 

but associated with a host of other problems, such as social justice offenses, driving the 

School-to-Prison pipeline, decreased academic achievement, increased misbehavior, and 

increased possibility that communities both inside and outside the school will suffer 

(Marsh, 2017).  Consistent with the way crime is handled in the United States, the 

assumption is that by removing “bad” people and keeping them away from others who 

are assumed to be “good” and law-abiding, safety and security can be achieved (Noguera, 

2003).  In order to address exclusionary discipline practices used in schools, educational 

leaders must understand the value of Restorative Practices and commit to 

implementation.  The findings of this study have broad implications for individuals who 

wish to improve school and classroom cultures through Restorative Practices.  Based on 

the findings from the study, the following are implications for practice: 

1. Begin with a small cohort of schools that will commit to ongoing training and 

the implementation of only one restorative practice—Community Building 
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Circles.  Many schools attempt to implement the approach by focusing on the 

more challenging students first without having fully trained teachers or 

understood that the focus must be on shifting the school culture through Tier 1 

or community building practices (Armour, 2016). 

2. Provide schools with a weekly scripted lesson plan to ensure consistency with 

the circle process.  

3. Create district-mandated training for administrators led by administrators and 

teachers that have begun Restorative Practices implementation. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

Due to the widespread use of exclusionary discipline practices, it is important to 

continue to investigate ways to incorporate Restorative Practices into schools.  The 

following are recommendations for future research: 

• Conduct related research on low performing high schools to determine if 

Restorative Practices, specifically Community Building Circles, could 

improve school culture and academic outcomes. 

• Conduct research on schools that are struggling with implementing 

Restorative Practices, specifically Community Building Circles. 

• Investigate school districts that have successfully implemented Restorative 

Practices over the course of three or more years to report how their usage of 

exclusionary discipline practices have changed. 

• Conduct a comparative study alongside a school with similar demographics of 

one of the schools in the study that does not implement Restorative Practices. 
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Conclusions 

This phenomenological qualitative study was conducted to examine the 

implementation of Restorative Practices in several elementary schools in southeast Texas.  

The results of this study suggested that there are five themes related to the 

implementation of Restorative Practices, specifically Community Building Circles: (a) 

improved relationships between teachers and students, (b) improved relationships among 

peers, (c) increased empathy, (d) building time in the schedule to conduct Community 

Building Circles, (e) lack of buy-in from some teachers.  This investigation discovered 

that both students and teachers benefit when Restorative Practices, specifically when 

Community Building Circles is implemented.  The research showed improved 

relationships among teachers and students and the overall feeling that classroom and 

school culture improved because of implementation.  Participant B described how 

students had begun asking for Community Building Circles when conflict among peers 

would arise.  She believed this to be further proof of how well students were buying-in to 

the process.  The research specifies that the implementation of Community Building 

Circles serves as an intervention, yet also becomes preventative because schools are 

better prepared to undertake issues early on and outside the structure of a reactionary 

crisis (Armour, 2016).   

Improved empathy was consistently cited as a benefit to the implementation of 

Community Building Circles, particularly among students.  There is much research that 

suggests improving empathy in students can result in a reduction of bullying and social 

isolation, both common issues in schools across the nation.  Amstutz and Mullet (2005) 
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stated that children have a desire to be accepted and to believe that their thoughts and 

feelings matter.   

The challenges of the implementation of Community Building Circles were noted 

as a lack of buy-in from some teachers, as well as taking instructional time from the 

school day to conduct Community Building Circles.  Both challenges are consistent with 

the findings from previous research on Restorative Practices.  While the attitudes the 

participants shared were overwhelmingly positive, it was somewhat disturbing to hear 

how despite the training and supports provided to ensure a successful implementation, 

reluctant teachers were unwilling to buy-in.  Participants stated that some of the teachers 

shared that it was not their responsibility to build relationships with students because the 

role of the teacher was to impart knowledge and skills.  In addition to lack of buy-in, the 

research also indicated a reluctance of some teachers to use the instructional time for 

weekly Community Building Circles. These teachers believed that due to the demands of 

testing, state accountability, and the pressures placed on teachers related to testing, it was 

not worth the time.  However, supporters of Restorative Practices believe additional 

instructional time emerges because teachers are less likely to be disrupted by student 

misbehavior, and therefore, students spend more time receiving instruction and less in the 

principal’s office (Shah, 2012). 

Finally, the research suggested that training efforts were integral to the success of 

the implementation of Community Building Circles.  During all training, teachers and 

administrators participated in Community Building Circles and explored the questions 

asked to gain a deeper understanding of the role questioning plays in the process.  All 

participants shared that having members of their staff experience and participate in 
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Community Building Circles was essential to implementation because it allowed them to 

see through their own experiences how beneficial and transformative circles would be for 

their students.  Through training, participants learned that if they were going to commit to 

Restorative Practices, Community Building Circles would be their starting point.   

In conclusion, the research collected around the implementation of Community 

Building Circles will allow the researcher to share with schools and school districts the 

evidence and promise that Restorative Practices can have on the lives of students.  This 

study demonstrates that Restorative Practices are effective for all schools, including 

schools that struggle with the overuse of exclusionary discipline practices and issues 

related to student misbehavior, as well as schools that are looking for meaningful ways to 

create a culture of belonging for all students.  Restorative Practices are just the right way 

to treat children and provides a framework for giving children the second chances they 

deserve.  Overall, the researcher will use the findings of this research to empower, 

develop, and train administrators and teachers wishing to explore the world of 

Restorative Practices.  Through the thoughtful and deliberate use of these practices, 

schools in the future can see an end to zero tolerance policies that lead to the School-to-

Prison pipeline.   
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APPENDIX A 

Houston Baptist University IRB Approval Letter 

 

Institutional Review Board Committee 

 

 

Date:   July 20, 2017 

To:  Kelli Charles 

From:  Institutional Review Board Committee 

RE:   Notification of IRB Action 

 

Protocol Title:  Administrators’ Perceptions of the Implementation of Restorative 

Practices at Urban Elementary Schools in Southeast Texas 

 

This memorandum is notification that the project referenced above has been reviewed 

and APPROVED as indicated in Federal regulatory statutes 45CFR46. 

 

PLEASE NOTE: 

Upon Approval, the research team is responsible for conducting the research as stated in 

the exempt application reviewed by the IRB which shall include using the most recently 

submitted Informed Consent/Assent Forms (Information Sheet) and recruitment materials.  

 

Any changes to the application may cause this project to require a different level of 

committee review. 

Should any changes need to be made, please submit a Modification Form.  

Taiya Fabre 

Dr. Taiya Fabre 

Chair, Institutional Review Board Committee   
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APPENDIX B 

Guided Protocol 

 The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine the 

perceptions of elementary administrators in a large urban school district regarding first 

year implementation of Restorative Practices.  Restorative Practices will generally be 

defined as a social science that studies how to build social capital and achieve social 

discipline through participatory learning and decision making. The use of Restorative 

Practices builds healthy communities, increases social capital, reduces the impact of 

crime, decreases antisocial behavior, repairs harm and restores relationships (Wachtel, 

2016).   

The question of study is:  How do administrators perceive their implementation of 

Restorative Practices?  The following qualitative questions will guide this study: 

1. What are administrators’ perceptions regarding their training of Tier One 

Community Building Circles? 

a. What type of training was offered to prepare you for facilitating 

Tier One Community Building Circles? 

b. What specifically from the training helped you to prepare for 

weekly Tier One Community Building Circles? 

c. What areas for improvement could be added to enhance the 

training? 

2. What are administrators’ perceptions regarding the benefits for students 

and teachers involved in the implementation of Restorative Practices? 
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a. What are your perceptions of student-teacher relationships since 

implementation? 

b. What are your perceptions of peer relationships since 

implementation? 

c. Describe how the implementation of Tier One Community 

Building Circles has impacted your classroom/school culture. 

d. Describe the level of buy-in from students since the 

implementation of Community Building Circles.  

e. How do you perceive Tier One Community Building Circles have 

influenced student behavior? 

3. What are administrators’ perceptions of the challenges for students and 

teachers involved in the implementation of Restorative Practices? 

a. Describe any challenges of implementing Restorative Practices in 

the classroom? 

b. Describe ways you’ve overcome some of the challenges of 

implementation.  
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APPENDIX C 

Informed Consent for Participation in Interview Research 

 

I volunteer to participate in a research project conducted by Kelli M. Charles from 

Houston Baptist University.  I understand that the project is designed to gather 

information about administrators’ perceptions regarding the implementation of Tier I 

Community Building Circles.  I will be one of several administrators interviewed for this 

research.  I agree to the following statements: 

 

• My participation in this project is voluntary.  I understand that I will not be paid 

for my participation.  I may withdraw and discontinue participation at any time 

without penalty.  If I decline to participate or withdraw from the study, no one on 

my campus will be told. 

 

• I understand that the topic may be of interest to me. However, if I feel 

uncomfortable at any time during the interview session, I have the right to decline 

to answer any question or to end the interview. 

 

• Participation involves being interviewed by a researcher from Houston Baptist 

University and will last approximately 90 minutes.  Notes will be taken during the 

interview, as well as a voice recorder to capture responses accurately and 

precisely.   

 

• I understand that the researcher will not identify me by name in any reports using 

information obtained during this interview, and that my confidentiality, as a 

participant in this study, will remain secure.  Subsequent uses of records and data 

will be subject to standard data use policies which protect the anonymity of 

individuals and institutions.   

 

• Faculty and other administrators, from my campus, will neither be present at the 

interview nor have access to raw notes or transcripts.  This precaution will prevent 

my individual comments from having any negative repercussions. 

 

• I understand that this research study has been reviewed and approved by the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) for Studies Involving Human Subjects:  

Behavioral Sciences Committee at Houston Baptist University.  For research 

problems or questions regarding subjects, the IRB may be contacted through the 

school of education at the university. 

 

• I have read and understand the explanation provided to me.  I have had all my 

questions answered to my satisfaction, and I voluntarily agree to participate in this 

study. 

 

• I have been given a copy of this consent form. 
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_________________________   ________________________ 

My Signature      Date  

 

_______________________    ________________________ 

My Printed Name     Signature of the Researcher 
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APPENDIX D 

Letter of Participation 

 

Dear Participant: 

My name is Kelli M. Charles and I am a doctoral candidate at Houston Baptist 

University in Houston, Texas.  I am conducting a study for my dissertation to examine 

the implementation of Restorative Practices, specifically Community Building Circles in 

schools.  The information from this study may benefit administrators who are interested 

in implementing Restorative Practices on their campus.  As districts and schools grapple 

with exclusionary discipline practices and disproportionality, Restorative Practices serve 

as a viable alternative to suspensions, thus keeping students in schools. 

 

If you decide to participate in this study, you will be invited to participate in an 

informal interview that will occur at the end of the 2017-2018 school year.  The 

interviews will be face-to-face and will occur in a secure location for no more than 90 

minutes.  

 

There are no risk and/or discomfort associated with this study.  You will not be 

compensated for your participation nor will it const to participate.  Your participation will 

be confidential, and only I will see the information that is provided.  You will not be 

identified by any identifiable factors. 

 

You are free to participate in this study, and if you feel you no longer want to 

participate, you are able to withdraw your statements.  Please feel free to contact me vial 

email or phone if you have any questions. 

 

Sincerely, 

Kelli M. Charles 

kellimcharles@icloud.com 

713-405-9344 
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APPENDIX E 

CITI Certificate 
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