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Abstract
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to examine how Restorative Justice was
understood and perceived by teachers at two rural middle schools. The state previously
mandated a portion of the district’s funding be designated to address disproportionality in
discipline across all grade levels to include the middle schools. In Southern County School
District, administrators chose to address the problems of disproportionality, zero tolerance, and
the school-to-prison pipeline through the use of a Restorative Framework. The goal was to bring
awareness to the district leadership of current Restorative Justice understandings and perceptions
within the district and add to the academic body of literature. Using a concurrent triangulation
mixed methods model, this study answered the overarching research question, How do teachers
understand and perceive Restorative Justice practices in two rural Georgia middle schools?
Teacher surveys (n = 25) were processed for possible differences and relationships using MannWhitney U and Spearman’s Rho analyses.
Analyses revealed no significant difference between teachers’ perceptions and
understandings separately. There was a significant positive relationship between teachers’
understandings and perceptions. The analysis of the qualitative interviews involving 12
participants uncovered themes from teachers related to Restorative Justice, both positive and
negative. Some positive themes were building relationships, student ownership and community,
and giving everyone a voice. Some undesirable themes were lack of teacher training, lack of
community support, and lack of consequences. Recommendations based on findings were
offered through a website built for the school district by the research team.
Keywords: Restorative Justice, Restorative Framework, disproportionality, zero-tolerance,
school-to-prison pipeline, school discipline, teachers’ understandings, teachers’ perceptions
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction
Every day, students encounter challenges that impede their ability to make progress
academically, socially, and behaviorally. For years, schools across the United States have
implemented policies to remove disruptive students from classrooms and schools based on the
premise that schools would be safer without these students present and that the punishments
would serve as a deterrent for others (American Psychological Association, 2008). The use of
methods that exclude students from the school environment weaken their social and community
ties (Karp & Sacks, 2014). A student who has social ties to the school is more likely to be
invested in the community and will have a desire to achieve academically and socially
(Stinchcomb, Bazemore, & Riestenberg, 2006). Student exclusion from the school community is
often overlooked, but it is important because students who are alienated are at risk for academic
failure and misbehavior. When students feel like members of the school community, they are
more likely to abide by social and behavioral standards and expectations (Karp & Sacks, 2014).
Instead of ensuring that students remain a part of the school community, school policy-makers
have positioned themselves in the past to remove students from the setting when they misbehave.
These policies have created senarios in public schools that have excluded certain students,
namely minorities (Gonzalez, 2014; McNeal, 2016; Rudd, 2014). The scope of the problem was
established by lawmakers who thought that the removal of students who misbehaved would
eradicate school discipline issues (Rodriguez, 2017).
To outline the problem that must be addressed, the background and topic will be
examined, followed by the problem and rationale, and then the context of the study. The
significance and purpose will be outlined, then the research questions will be defined. Finally,
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the theoretical framework will be explored, followed by the researchers’ positionalities.
Definitions for key terms used in these sections are provided in Appendix A. When a key term is
used for the first time in the document, the reader is referred to the appendix in parenthesis.
Background and Topic
Zero-tolerance policies (Appendix A) are considered to be guidelines that mandate
specific, severe consequences for specified offenses regardless of the circumstances (Curran,
2016; Zaslaw, 2010). Zero-tolerance policies became widespread throughout the United States
during the 1990s in response to the Federal Gun-Free Schools Act of 1994 (GFSA). This act
mandated that students be expelled for bringing guns to school and was passed in response to an
increase in school violence (Rodriguez, 2017). Zero-tolerance policies have been shown to
disproportionately affect minority students, resulting in higher rates of suspension and expulsion
for these students as compared to white students (e.g., Advocacy & Communication Solutions,
LLC, 2015; Gonzalez, 2014; McNeal, 2016; Rudd, 2014). Over the years, school districts began
applying the policies to a wide variety of behaviors even when a weapon was not involved
(Rodriguez, 2017). In 2009-2010, more than three million students were suspended nationwide,
prompting the U.S. Department of Education and the U.S. Department of Justice to work
together to issue guidance to help end what has been called the school-to-prison pipeline
(Advocacy & Communication Solutions, LLC, 2015). The school-to-prison pipeline (Appendix
A) is an epidemic in which minorities and students living in poverty are funneled out of the
public school system into the juvenile and criminal justice system, which has been shown to end
their access to equal educational opportunity (Gonzalez, 2012; McNeal, 2016; Thompson, 2016).
Even with schools being given federal guidelines for intervention plans and student support
mandates, student exclusion continues to be an issue (Teasley, 2014).
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In Georgia specifically, thousands of students each year are suspended, expelled, and
arrested with some students being sent to juvenile detention centers (Georgia Coalition Working
to End the School to Prison Pipeline, 2015). Table 1 shows the number of students in the state of
Georgia who received in-school and out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, referrals to law
enforcement, and arrests in 2011-2012, which was the most recent public data available to date.
Table 1
Number of Georgia Students Receiving Disciplinary Actions
Type of Discipline
Number of Students

Percentage of Total
Enrollment
In-School Suspensions
198,788
12.13%
Out-of-School Suspensions (one or more)
151,879
9.27%
Expulsions
4,898
.3%
Referral to Law Enforcement
4,734
.3%
School-related Arrests
3,111
.2%
Note. Georgia public school students with and without disabilities receiving disciplinary actions
for 2011-2012 reported by the U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights (2012).
Civil Rights Data Collection. Retrieved from http://ocrdata.ed.gov
Often, students are arrested or sent to alternative schools for typical adolescent (Georgia
Coalition Working to End the School to Prison Pipeline, 2015). Schools have sought solutions
like public safety officers to combat the discipline issues for which they are referring students to
law enforcement or alternative school. Many school districts in Georgia have continued to
increase their school budgets for public safety officers even though research has shown that the
presence of more officers in schools has increased the number of referrals to juvenile courts
instead of decreasing crime rates and disciplinary issues (Georgia Coalition Working to End the
School to Prison Pipeline, 2015; Gonzalez, 2012).
As an alternative to zero-tolerance, some schools are considering other solutions to
handle and prevent discipline problems (Stinchcomb, Bazemore, & Riestenberg, 2006).
Restorative Practices (Appendix A) are one such solution. These practices are not limited to
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formal processes but exist on a continuum from formal to informal (McCold & Wachtel, 2001).
The aim of Restorative Practices is to develop community ties and to manage conflict and
tensions by repairing harm and building relationships. Restorative Justice (Appendix A) is a
subset of Restorative Practices that consists of formal or informal responses to wrongdoing
(Ashley & Burke, 2009; Korth, 2016; Wachtel, 2017). Restorative Justice is a process involving
the primary stakeholders (victims, offenders, and their communities of care) in determining how
best to repair the harm done by an offense (McCold & Wachtel, 2003).
Figure 1 demonstrates how the three tiers of a restorative framework work together (San
Diego Unified School District, 2017).

Figure 1. Explanation of the Restorative Tiers. Adapted from San Diego Unified School District.
(2017). What is the difference between restorative practices and restorative justice? Retrieved
from https://www.sandiegounified.org/frequently-asked-questions-faqs-restorative-practices
Tier 1 is Restorative Practices and is the largest component. The focus of this tier is on
relationships and social-emotional skills. Tier 2 is Restorative Justice Discipline, and it is
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situated inside of Tier 1. Restorative Justice is a response to conflict or harm that is intended to
restore the wrongdoer. Tier 3, the smallest component, is situated inside of Tier 2 and it is titled
Re-entry. The focus of this component is helping students who have been excluded from the
school environment for behavioral reasons to reintegrate themselves into the larger community
with intensive support.
By implementing the restorative framework, school districts can work toward building a
caring, democratic community that empowers students (Darder, 2015). This democratic process
outlined within the larger concept of Restorative Practices creates a framework for addressing
relationships, community, and disciplinary issues in schools with higher suspension rates. The
focus on relational literacy is crucial in using Restorative Practices. Relational literacy is defined
as the capacity to reflect upon and negotiate relationships in meaningful ways (Blood, 2005;
Cho, 2017). Relational literacy requires empathetic communication, encourages autonomy,
creates a warm environment, and involves high levels of interpersonal engagement. The
restorative framework and its components can also be implemented to address issues of racial
disproportionality (Appendix A) in discipline (Stinchcomb, Bazemore, & Riestenberg, 2006).
Problem and Rationale
In the local area, some school districts have also struggled with issues of
disproportionality in discipline. The state mandates that a portion of the district’s funding be
designated to address disproportionality in discipline in these school systems. In Southern
County School District, administrators chose to address the problems of disproportionality, zerotolerance, and the school-to-prison pipeline through the use of a restorative framework. As
Restorative Practices help build community, develop relationships, and facilitate stronger
relational literacy (Blood, 2005; Cho, 2017), the district’s administration introduced these
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practices at the high school level during the 2016-2017 school year and added the remainder of
the schools in the 2017-2018 school year.
Restorative Justice has been used as a component of Restorative Practices to address
disciplinary issues in other districts successfully (Gregory, Clawson, Davis, & Gerewitz, 2016;
Macready, 2009), so the Southern County district leadership team chose to implement this
practice throughout the district. The county administrators addressed disproportionality in
discipline between minority and non-minority students, using Restorative Justice as a nonpunitive approach to handle misbehavior while fostering teachers’ facilitation of improved
relationships and to develop a sense of community. In the fall of the 2018-2019 school year, the
two middle schools, Eastern and Western Middle School, will be combining. The district
leadership wanted to understand if and how discipline methods differ in these two schools before
the merger.
Context of the Study
The school district of study, Southern County, is a small, rural district geographically
located in the southeastern portion of the state of Georgia. There were 2,479 students as of
March 2, 2017 (Georgia Department of Education, 2017). There are six schools, and the district
is located in an area that is supported by manufacturing and agricultural industries. The makeup
of the overall student body was 52% male and 48% female. The minority enrollment in the
district as a whole was 74% (Southern County Superintendent, personal communication, January
3, 2017).
The school district is planning to consolidate the two middle schools into one larger
middle school at the beginning of the 2018-2019 school year. The merger is intended to save
money and provide expanded services to students in the district, as the focus is to be Science,
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Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM) (Southern County Superintendent, personal
communication, January 3, 2017). Because the schools are operating independently under two
separate principals, it is critical for the leadership of the new, combined middle school to
understand the potentially differing ideas on discipline and have a plan for addressing these
differences.
Administrators of the school district were given an official notification by the state of
Georgia that their disciplinary actions were disproportionate. Similar to many schools across the
nation, the disproportionality was found in the count of suspensions between minority and nonminority students (Curran, 2016; Fowler, 2011; Fronius, Persson, Guckenburg, Hurley, &
Petrosino, 2016; Latimer, Dowden, & Muise, 2005). Table 2 shows the data of nationwide
disproportionality as reported by the U. S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights
(2014). This table only shows Black/African American and White/Caucasian students because
these are the only two demographics reported by Southern County School District.
Table 2
Nationwide Discipline Disproportionality Data
Black/African American
White/Caucasian
Percent of Student Population Nationwide
16%
51%
Single Out-of-School Suspensions
33%
36%
Multiple Out-of-School Suspensions
42%
31%
Expulsions
34%
36%
Note. School Discipline reported from U. S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights.
(2014, March). Civil rights data collection. Data snapshot: School discipline (Issue Brief No. 1).
Washington, DC: Arne Duncan.
In Southern County, the total enrollment at Eastern Middle School in March of 2016 was
336 students (Georgia Department of Education, 2017). Out of that number, 287 (85.4%) were
listed as black students. At Western Middle School, the total enrollment was 253 students, and
135 (53.4%) of those students were black. Based on these numbers, the current middle school
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population in Southern County Schools was 71.6% black. Tables 3 through 5 below outline
school discipline statistics pertaining to each of the schools. These tables only include
Black/African American and White/Caucasian because any other demographic category was not
large enough for state reporting (n < 15).
Table 3
Discipline Methods for Eastern and Western Middle Schools
Discipline
Eastern Middle School
Western Middle School
In-school suspension
20.3%
9.3%
Out-of-school suspension
11.9%
8.9%
Expulsion
0%
0%
School Related Arrests
0%
0%
Referral to Law Enforcement
0%
0%
Retention
0%
0%
Note. Discipline data as reported to the state of Georgia provided to the research team by the
Superintendent of Southern County School District for the 2015-2016 school year on January 3,
2017.
Table 3 shows discipline rates from the 2015-2016 school year, as that was the most
currently available data. The district used a much higher rate of both types of suspension at
Eastern Middle School as compared to Western Middle School during that school year. Neither
school showed a tendency toward expelling students, referring them to law enforcement, or
having them arrested.
Table 4
In-School Suspensions by Race for Eastern and Western Middle Schools
In-School Suspension
Eastern Middle School
Western Middle School
2011
2013
2011
2013
Black/African American
87.9%
81.9%
86.3%
81.5%
White/Caucasian
12.1%
12.5%
13.7%
18.5%
Note. Discipline data as reported to CCD Public school data for the 2011-2012 and 2013-2014
school years. The state of Georgia uses a formula for calculating disproportionality that is value
weighted and involves using race, enrollment, discipline method used, and the number of
students who were repeat offenders to calculate a risk ratio. The exact risk ratio for the two
middle schools could not be calculated as the exact values are unknown to the team.
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Table 4 demonstrates the history of disproportionality in discipline and showed that
Eastern Middle School and Western Middle Schools used in-school suspensions at similar rates
with black students. Western Middle School used in-school suspension at a slightly higher rate
with white students during the 2013 school year.
Table 5
Out-of-School Suspensions by Race for Eastern and Western Middle Schools
Out-of-School Suspension
Eastern Middle School
Western Middle School
2011
2013
2011
2013
Black/African American
86.9%
90.5%
77.8%
65.4%
White/Caucasian
13.1%
9.5%
14.8%
34.6%
Note. Discipline data as reported to CCD Public school data for the 2011-2012 and 2013-2014
school years. The state of Georgia uses a formula for calculating disproportionality that is value
weighted and involves using race, enrollment, discipline method used, and the number of
students who were repeat offenders to calculate a risk ratio. The exact risk ratio for the two
middle schools could not be calculated as the exact values are unknown to the team.
Table 5 shows that Eastern Middle School used out-of-school suspension at a much
higher rate with black students than white students during both the 2011 and 2013 school years.
Western Middle School also used out-of-school suspension at a higher rate with black students
than it did with white students during those years. While both schools have a larger population
of black students, they were listed as being disproportionate according to the state of Georgia.
The state calculates disproportionality using a weighted formula called a risk ratio that accounts
for factors that include the racial demographics of the school, the number of disciplinary actions,
and the number of students who were repeat offenders (Seay, 2016). If a school has a high
number of repeat offenders or if there are students who have many offenses, the risk ratio
increases exponentially. The leadership of Southern County School District recognized the
discrepancies in the suspensions between races as a disproportionality in discipline. Because of
their concern about the disproportionality, the administration began introducing Restorative
Practices to facilitate better relationships and interactions, and specifically as a part of these
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practices, Restorative Justice was introduced to handle disciplinary issues. However, the district
had limited knowledge of the teachers’ understandings of and perceptions of Restorative Justice
practices.
Significance and Purpose
Southern County School District was disheartened with the disproportionality in the
school disciplinary referrals in the county, specifically in the two middle schools (See Table 7 for
demographic information). The purpose of this study was to identify what the middle school
teachers in Southern County knew and thought about Restorative Justice. Gaining knowledge
regarding teachers’ understandings and perceptions about Restorative Justice within the Southern
County School District allowed district leaders to further understand barriers to enacting
disciplinary measures that were restorative. Furthermore, district administrators were provided
with information to enhance success in merging the Restorative Justice practices for the two
schools. For this study, teachers’ understandings were defined as what teachers knew about
Restorative Justice. Teachers’ perceptions were defined as what teachers thought about
Restorative Justice. It was vital for school leaders to know what teachers said about their
understandings and perceptions because such directly impacted the discipline practices that were
implemented in the schools, and these perceptions impacted equity in disciplinary measures
(Licea, 2016). This information was provided to support the administration in planning relevant
and effective future professional development and teacher support as Restorative Justice was
implemented to address disproportionality.
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Research Questions
This study was guided by the following overarching research question: How do teachers
understand and perceive Restorative Justice practices in two Georgia middle schools? In such,
this study specifically asked:
(1) What was the relationship between teachers’ understandings and perceptions of
Restorative Justice? The null hypothesis was there was no relationship between
teachers’ understandings and perceptions of Restorative Justice.
(2) What was the difference between teachers’ understandings of Restorative Justice at
each of the two middle schools? The null hypothesis was that there were no
differences between teacher understandings between the two middle schools.
(3) What was the difference between teachers’ perceptions of Restorative Justice at each of
the two middle schools? The null hypothesis was that there were no differences
between teacher perceptions in the two middle schools.
(4) What were teachers’ perceptions about Restorative Justice in two middle schools in
Southern County?
Theoretical Framework
This study was influenced by the work of critical pedagogy and the social justice critical
orientation as it addressed teachers’ perceptions of how to handle discipline and Restorative
Justice. According to Licea (2016), children’s educational experience should be free of harsh
disciplinary encounters. Teachers and students should engage with one another with mutual
respect and an understanding of differences. When teachers can establish this type of
environment, disciplinary procedures are humanized. Critical pedagogy perspectives influenced
this study by analyzing how teachers’ understandings and perceptions of Restorative Justice
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potentially contributed to this problem. Education is inherently political and often authoritarian,
failing to engage students’ frustrations, desires, or fears to advance the construction or
reconstruction of their views of themselves (Freire, 1998). Freire states that students construct
and deconstruct character through praxis, which involves both reflection and action, with a focus
on students’ lived experiences. Teachers are responsible for helping students form their
consciousness, especially concerning moral and behavioral expectations (Darder, 2015).
Teachers’ understandings and perceptions of their role in school discipline processes are key in
helping identify areas of weakness (Darder, 2002). Teachers play a crucial role in the
development of student autonomy and whether they accept or reject disciplinary measures
(Licea, 2016).
Children who are not socialized in disciplinary practices that engage the social,
emotional, and psychological needs of children become passive (Freire, 1998). These students
also lack the ability to engage in interactions that respect their autonomy and freedom. A lack of
engagement in student autonomy creates compliance-based systems that promote dependence on
punitive measures and deters students from making decisions, feeling empowered, and having
self-determination (Tough, 2012). Students also do not develop a sense of social responsibility.
When teachers lack critical consciousness, teachers will implement disciplinary procedures that
promote compliance and decrease autonomy (Darder, 2012; Freire, 1998). Once teachers
understand their own perceptions of right and wrong, they can affect the reality they create in
their classrooms and schools (Licea, 2016). By establishing a democratic school environment,
teachers can create an environment where children are supported as democratic cultural citizens
(Darder, 2015). Restorative Justice aims to support the creation of such an environment through
the empowerment of students and the development of student autonomy (Licea, 2016).
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Positionality
Among the three-member research team, the experience with Restorative Justice was
minimal. One of the researchers was a middle school principal currently serving a lower socioeconomic setting similar to the district in this study. While his experience with Restorative
Justice practices was limited in scope, the review of literature provided an expanded lens of the
philosophies and application of Restorative Justice. Coupled with the research, his experiences
led to a renewed spirit of exploring the democratic process critically for students. He
acknowledged that he may have had preconceived notions about Restorative Justice Practices
and attempted to set aside any biases while conducting this study. He set aside his preconceived
ideas by listening with an open mind during the interview process and approaching the coding
process without fully predetermined codes.
Another researcher was a high school special education teacher with no previous
experience with Restorative Justice. While she had not had any personal experience with these
practices, her review of the literature revealed some promising information. After experiences in
schools where disciplinary practices were primarily punitive, the literature revealed that
Restorative Justice practices might have an impact on the development of student autonomy,
freedom, and empowerment that would influence student behavior. She attempted to set aside
any personal biases and was open to discovering what the teachers in Southern County knew and
thought about Restorative Justice.
The third researcher works in a special education leadership role at the district level.
Discipline referrals had always been consistently addressed through removal from the classroom
setting through in-school and out-of-school suspensions in her school district. Having had no
previous experience with Restorative Justice, a broadening of positive approaches to disciplinary
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problems with promising outcomes, both short and long term, has been apprising. After being so
deeply steeped in punitive measures, she acknowledged that a full understanding of Restorative
Justice may be difficult without experiencing it. She attempted to set aside any bias as she
conducted this study. None of the researchers had a direct or indirect connection with Southern
County. All three researchers had a minimum of a decade each of dealing with disciplinary
issues in schools.
Summary
With the introduction of zero-tolerance policies in the United States, the rates of
suspension and expulsion began to climb (Advocacy & Communication Solutions, LLC, 2015;
Gonzalez, 2014; McNeal, 2016; Rudd, 2014). Additionally, many districts saw
disproportionality in discipline rates increase steadily as well. Some school districts began to
seek alternatives to zero-tolerance to reduce disproportionality and to improve relational literacy
(Stinchcomb, Bazemore, & Riestenberg, 2006). One such alternative is the Restorative
Framework which has three tiers: Tier 1 – Restorative Practices, Tier 2 – Restorative Justice, and
Tier 3 – Re-entry (San Diego Unified School District, 2017). Each tier provides different types
of support or interventions for students that are restorative in nature. Like others, Southern
County School District has chosen to use the Restorative Framework to address their concerns
regarding disproportionality. To assist the district in planning for professional development and
other changes that might be needed to address discrepancies in discipline, this research team
investigated what the teachers at the two middle schools understood and perceived about
Restorative Justice Practices. To further understand the issues facing this district and other
school systems in the United States, an extensive review of literature follows.

RESTORATIVE JUSTICE AS UNDERSTOOD AND PERCEIVED

25

CHAPTER 2
Literature Review
Review of Research
There was a variety of research to be found on Restorative Practices and Restorative
Justice in school settings. Studies had been conducted in the United States as well as in other
countries around the world (Flannery, 2014; Latimer, Dowden, & Muise, 2005). Some of the
research focused on the perceptions of teachers while other studies addressed the perceptions of
students. A wide variety of information was available regarding professional development,
behavioral data, and best practices, mostly concerning Restorative Practices (Liberman, & Katz,
2017; McCluskey et al., 2008). While the use of both Restorative Practices and Restorative
Justice were not widespread, many studies detail the use of the methods and the results of
implementation. In those studies, the understanding and perceptions of punitive versus
restorative measures are mostly deemed to express opposing values (Ortega, Lyubansky, Nettles,
Larson, & Espelage, 2016).
The concept of Restorative Justice is a method of dealing with wrongdoing that focuses
on rectifying the damage that has been done and giving a voice to those who have been harmed
(McCluskey et al., 2008). Gonzalez (2014) examined the application of Restorative Justice in
the school setting and found it to be an approach used to improve the learning environment and
student behavior. A review of the research related to this proposed study revealed the following
areas to address: traditional approaches to behavior in schools, Restorative Practices as the
overarching framework within which Restorative Justice is situated, the components of
Restorative Justice, the impact of Restorative Justice, and how Restorative Justice impacts
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minority students. The following is a review of studies that are similar to this study, and diagram
of the literature can found in the appendices (Appendix B).
Traditional Approaches to Behavior
In the 1990s, Rodriguez (2017) stated that society became increasingly worried about
school violence due to an intense focus on homicides that had taken place in public schools. In
1993, the number of homicides in public schools nationwide was 54 (Rodriguez, 2017, p. 808).
Because the general public was distressed over these events, people began to abandon
rehabilitation for misbehaving students. Instead, they chose to implement policies designed to
scare students into behaving or remove students from the schools who did not comply with
expected behavior standards (Curran, 2016; Fowler, 2011; Losen, 2011). In 1994, Congress
enacted the Gun-Free Schools Act (1994) requiring schools to expel students for at least one year
if they were found in possession of a gun on school property. The government tied federal
funding for schools to the expulsion requirements to ensure compliance from school districts.
While these laws were originally written to address guns and other deadly weapons on school
property, zero-tolerance policies have been expanded and applied to many offenses, some of
which pose no danger to anyone.
By 1998, zero tolerance policies were in use in almost all public school systems for a
broad range of discipline problems (American Psychological Association, 2008). In the United
States, 90% of all schools applied these regulations for possession of weapons and guns, 88% for
drug possession or use, 87% for alcohol consumption or possession, 79% for tobacco use or
possession, and 79% for any type of violence (Rodriguez, 2017, p. 809). In some school
districts, even arguing with a teacher could lead to a suspension or potential placement in an
alternative school setting. Rodriguez (2017) found that every one and a half seconds a child is
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suspended in the public school system and 95% of the suspensions are for minor or nonviolent
infractions (p. 810).
Mandates were issued calling for zero tolerance to address bringing guns or other deadly
weapons to school, and specific mandated consequences were to be issued in response to these
offenses (American Psychological Association, 2008). However, zero-tolerance policies have
been applied to many situations without regard or consideration for the circumstances
surrounding the incident to include many incidences where a weapon was not involved (Blood &
Thorsborne, 2005). Rodriguez (2017) specifically used an example of suspending a child in
kindergarten for wearing a firefighter’s costume with the accompanying plastic ax because
students are not allowed even to bring toy weapons to school. In this case, the absence of intent
to harm was not considered, and the child was still suspended under zero-tolerance policies.
Zero tolerance policies have led to harsh punishments that criminalize student
misbehaviors (Rodriguez, 2017; Wilson, 2014). School discipline that pushes students out of the
classroom leads to the school-to-prison pipeline Curran, 2016; Zehr, 2002). While society has
begun to recognize the school-to-prison pipeline as a concern, more attention needs to be drawn
to this matter because of the continued flow of students down this path and the severe
consequences involved. According to Rodriguez (2017), the goal of education is to equip
children with the knowledge and skills needed to productively contribute to society but choosing
to react to rule infractions with extreme consequences will undermine this objective.
Ortega et al. (2016) reference a study conducted on restorative circles (Appendix A), and
the adult participants admitted that the retributive ways of dealing with conflicts and rule
infringements were not effective and did not result in behavior changes. Additional research
done by the same group has shown that zero-tolerance policies do not decrease disciplinary

RESTORATIVE JUSTICE AS UNDERSTOOD AND PERCEIVED

28

referrals (Ortega et al., 2016; Skiba & Peterson, 1999). Zero-tolerance approaches have also not
eliminated violence or conflicts within schools. Due to the evidence that traditional approaches
to discipline problems have not been effective, some educators have moved towards those that
are more restorative.
The Restorative Practices Framework
At the heart of Restorative Practices is the concept that a school with a restorative culture
operates in a relational manner (Blood, 2005; Cho, 2017). Restorative Practices are much more
than a behavior management tool. According to Blood (2005), these practices encourage
students to reflect, make amends, repair relationships with others, and find a sense of closure.
Restorative Practices also acknowledge that people need to be heard, have a say, understand
others, be understood, make sense of events, and know that things are not always fair.
Restorative Practices have been shown to have an impact on schools, but they require a
shift in their current culture and a movement away from previous practices like zero-tolerance
(Blood, 2005; Ortega et al., 2016; Wilson, 2014). Restorative Practices demand a new attitude
that moves discipline policies away from punitive and authoritarian to restorative and
communitarian. The focus shifts from compliance and punishment to understanding
relationships and the impact that one’s behavior has had on someone else. Having a school
culture that uses restorative methods to address discord will help avoid the school-to-prison
pipeline (Ortega et al., 2016). Blood (2005) says that schools need to move from being reactive
to being proactive. It is essential that teachers can identify what they think and what they know
concerning Restorative Practices so they can successfully implement practices that will honor,
empower, and respect their students.
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Restorative Justice Practices
One tool within the broader framework of Restorative Practices is the concept of
Restorative Justice. In the fields of mental health, criminal justice, and education, Restorative
Justice is known as an effective, non-punitive option for the management of behavior (Blood,
2005). The concept of Restorative Justice is a method of dealing with wrongdoing that focuses
on rectifying the damage that has been done and giving a voice to those who have been harmed
(McCluskey et al., 2008). Gonzalez (2014) studied the application of Restorative Justice in the
school setting and found it to be an approach used to improve the learning environment and
student behavior. The three core principles of the practice include: (a) repairing harm, (b)
involving all of the stakeholders, and (c) reconstructing community relationships. When being
interviewed by Gonzalez, one elementary school teacher commented:
Students are no longer alienated by the discipline process, but rather affirmed in their
feelings and coached on how to act on those feelings in a constructive way. Students are
taught how to behave, not punished for breaking rules they never learned. (p. 2)
Data revealed that Restorative Justice facilitates problem-solving, compassion, mutual
understanding, forgiveness, and regret; and that these things could lead to feelings of peace,
respect, and satisfaction (Ahmed & Braithwaite, 2006; Gonzalez, 2014; Wachtel, 2017).
Restorative justice versus traditional approaches. Restorative Justice focuses on the
harm caused by student misbehavior, the source of student misbehavior, and the needs of all
individuals involved in a disciplinary situation (Anfara, Evans & Lester, 2015; Nance, 2016). By
engaging victims, establishing accountability, and strengthening the community, Restorative
Justice seeks to prevent future harm, improve school safety, and change student behavior
(Fronius et al., 2016). Whereas, Nance (2016) says that traditional discipline measures that
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involve exclusion disrupt a child’s education have the potential to cause resentment, lead to
recidivism, and result in dropping out of school. Unlike exclusionary discipline, one
fundamental goal of Restorative Justice is to integrate the wrongdoer back into the school
community as a contributing, productive participant. Restorative Justice fundamentally fosters
the engagement of conflict resolution tools that involve offenders, victims, and the members of
the school community (Nance, 2016). Traditional discipline models focus on which rules were
broken, who broke them, and what the punishment should be (Nance, 2016; Zaslaw, 2010).
Alternatively, Restorative Justice helps identify the damage that was done and to whom, notes
the needs that have resulted from the harm and who should be responsible for addressing those
needs, mends the harm, and restores the relationships between those involved. The utilization of
Restorative Justice is about the development and nurturing of positive relationships and
community; it is not about punitive responses (Johnstone & Van Ness, 2007; Voight, Hanson,
O’Malley, & Adekanye, 2015).
The process of restorative justice. Restorative Justice calls for a hearing process when
an offense has been committed where a hearing officer or a volunteer board that can be
composed of students, faculty, and staff conduct the hearing (Karp & Sacks, 2014). This process
is not a criminal trial, but it does bear some similarities to the courtroom process. It is also not
mediation but bears some similarities to that as well. The focus of the process is placed on
eliciting honest dialogue and social support that encourages personal investment in the process of
restoration (Blood & Thorsborne, 2005; Zaslaw, 2010). The goal is to assess the facts
objectively after discussing the evidence to determine responsibility for the situation.
The focus of restoration is placed on the impact the offense has had on the others
involved so that an outcome can be designed that will best meet the needs of victims (Karp &
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Sacks, 2014). These undertakings include conferences known as restorative circles. Restorative
circles give victims the opportunity to share with offenders how they have been harmed, give
offenders a chance to apologize to those they have harmed, and offer the community a chance to
help the offender come up with a plan for changes regarding harmful behaviors (Korth, 2016).
The sanctions involved for offenses vary (e.g., loss of gym access, loss of club participation,
fines). However, the primary purpose of the practice is not to punish the offender. Rather, the
goal is to focus on ways to repair the damage caused by the offense and on strategies that will
rebuild trust between the offender and the community.
Nance (2016) explained the steps of Restorative Justice through a sample scenario. The
illustration stated that following a physical altercation between children, the school would not
expel them, suspend them, or call the police. Instead, the students would sit down with one
another, their parents or guardians, their administrators, their teachers, and possibly some of their
friends to explore the causes of the altercation, the harm caused, and what steps need to be taken
to repair the harm. Nance found that this endeavor “teaches students to share their feelings in
response to other students’ misbehavior, which can humanize victims, teach offenders how their
actions affect other members of the school community, and give students a voice” (p. 355). The
dialogue involved in Restorative Justice promotes understanding, facilitates social engagement,
and reinforces relationship building (Blood, 2005; Fronius et al., 2016; Johnstone & Van Ness,
2007). Table 6 compares punitive responses to misbehavior in schools as compared to responses
that are restorative in nature.
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Table 6
Punitive Responses Compared to Restorative Justice Responses in Schools
Punitive Response
Restorative Justice Response
Misbehavior is defined as breaking school
Misbehavior is defined as harm
rules or letting the school down.
(emotional/mental/physical) done to another
person/group by someone
Establishing blame or guilt, on the past (what
happened? Did he/she do it?) is of great
importance

Focus on problem solving by
expressing feelings and needs and
exploring ways to meet those in the
future

Adversarial relationship and process authority figures use their power to decide on
penalties and are in conflict with wrongdoer

Dialogue and negotiation - everyone
involved works to communicate and
cooperate with one another

A belief that the imposition of
unpleasantness and punishment will
deter/prevent misbehavior

Restitution as a means of restoring
both parties, the goal being
reconciliation and acknowledging
responsibility for choices

Attention to rules, and adherence to due
process – punishment must be consistent
among all students and observe the rules

Attention to relationships and
achievement of a mutually desired
outcome

Conflict/wrongdoing represented as
impersonal and abstract; individual versus
school

Conflict/wrongdoing recognized as
interpersonal conflicts and an
opportunity for learning

One social injury replaced by another
School community as spectators,
represented by member of staff dealing
with the situation; those affected not
involved and feeling powerless
Accountability defined in terms of
receiving punishment

Focus on repair of social injury/harm
School community involved in facilitating
restoration; those affected taken into
consideration; empowerment

Accountability defined as
understanding the impact of one’s
actions, taking responsibility for
one’s choices and the wrongdoer
suggesting ways to repair harm.
Note. Adapted from Burke, K. S. (2013). An inventory and examination of restorative justice
practices for youth in Illinois. Chicago, IL: Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority.
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Impact of Restorative Justice
Restorative Justice is a successful anti-bullying initiative since its practices focus on
interpersonal relationships rather than power (Ahmed & Braithwaite, 2006; Vaandering, 2014;
Wachtel, 2017). The focus is also placed on inappropriate behavior instead of rules. Restorative
Justice fosters healthy communication, facilitates conversations between wrongdoers and
victims, nurtures relationships, and reveals the needs of all participants in a situation (Mullet,
2014). While some teachers understand the concepts and want to implement the process, they
are often fighting against a resistant, authoritarian system where obedience and conformity are
expected.
In Pennsylvania, West Philadelphia High School was considered one of the state’s most
dangerous schools before implementing Restorative Justice (Nance, 2016). One year following
the implementation of these practices, the school found that serious incidents and violent acts
had declined by 52% (Nance, 2016, p. 356). After an additional year of following the practices,
serious incidents and violent acts decreased by an additional 40% (Nance, 2016, p. 356). In
Oakland, California, Cole Middle School found that within three years of implementation, they
were able to reduce suspensions by 87% and expulsions dropped to zero (Nance, 2016, p. 356).
Ed White Middle School had similar results in San Antonio, Texas, where they saw an 84%
decrease in out-of-school suspensions, a 30% reduction in the number of in-school suspensions,
and fewer placements in the alternative school (Nance, 2016, p. 356). Several schools in Denver,
Colorado, have experienced success with significant reductions in discipline referrals,
suspensions, absences, and tardies as well. The schools have indicated that their students state
they have an improved ability to resolve conflicts with others. North High School in Denver
showed a 39% reduction in out-of-school suspensions, a significant 82% decrease in expulsions,
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and a 15% drop in referrals to law enforcement agencies (Nance, 2016, p. 357). North High
School states that there has been an overall decrease in antisocial conflicts, violent behaviors,
and fights. Gonzalez (2014) found that in international studies of Restorative Justice there is
significant documentation that supports positive outcomes for all stakeholders involved.
Ortega et al. (2016) conducted a qualitative study with students and educators on their
perceptions of Restorative Justice. A few adverse outcomes were noted that included frustration
particularly because of arguing and others telling lies, disappointment, the unwillingness of
others to be vulnerable, and the fact that everyone involved in the conflict was not always
present. The positive outcomes included more subcategories (n = 5) than the list of negative
subcategories (n = 2) and had 145 more positive responses than negative responses. The
combined list for students and adults included being able to bypass adults/taking ownership of
the process, disrupting the School-to-Prison Pipeline, improving relationships, stopping
destructive engagement in conflict, engaging in meaningful dialogue, and seeing social and
academic successes.
It was noted that participants in this study shared openly and reported many outcomes,
including those related to building positive relationships. One quote from a 10th-grade student
was:
Me and this kid [were] about to fight, and I think I, uh, I got in his face. I was upset and,
you know, everybody wanted to hype up the situation. It wasn’t like that. I just wanted
to get a little closer to see what he was saying. And so, uh, me and him ended up being
cool after that. (Ortega et al., 2016, p. 21)
A 9th grader shared in his interview that he and his friends can work through their conflicts on
their own because they have learned how to have a dialogue with one another. Administrators
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shared that they no longer feel the need to enforce strict rules and harsh penalties. Rather, they
work to build relationships and facilitate trust. While this data speaks about student bodies as a
whole, the next section will speak to the specific impact of Restorative Justice on the minority
population as the school district has a need to reduce racial disproportionality in discipline.
Impact of Restorative Justice on Minorities
The literature that focused specifically on how Restorative Justice had an impact on
minority students was limited. Most of the studies on the implications of these practices focused
on total student populations but did not specifically address how this would impact minority
students (e.g., Gonzalez, 2014; Mullet, 2014; Nance, 2016; Ortega et al., 2016; Vaandering,
2014). There was consistent evidence that suspensions and expulsions for minor offenses were
being used at greater rates for black students when compared with their white peers (Schiff,
2013). Black students account for only 17% of students in the public school system, but
represented 34% of all suspensions (Schiff, 2013, p. 5). The likelihood of a black student with a
learning disability being suspended was three times higher than that of a white student with a
learning disability, and the chance of a black student with a learning disability ending up in
prison was four times higher than a similar white student (Schiff, 2013, p. 5). Some school
systems found Restorative Justice was a successful alternative to zero tolerance policies that had
proven to be racially disproportionate (Gonzalez, 2014).
One of the primary causes of the disproportionality in school discipline was racial bias,
and these biases also contribute to the school-to-prison pipeline (Nance, 2016). Payne and
Welch (2010) examined the racial composition of schools and how it affected the discipline
policies of those schools. Their findings indicated that schools that were serving larger numbers
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of black or Hispanic students living in poverty were more likely to respond to student
misbehavior punitively and less likely to use restorative measures.
Simson (2012) compared data for two school districts that chose to implement
Restorative Justice due to their racial disproportionality concerning discipline. He examined
results in Santa Fe and Denver school districts. When comparing the schools within those
districts that implemented Restorative Justice to those in the same districts that did not, Simson
(2012) found that those that used the practices were able to reduce their suspensions by 3% as
compared to 0.9% for those that did not (p. 33). This study also found that these two school
districts were able to use Restorative Justice to decrease their racial disproportionality. Schools
that implemented Restorative Justice were able to reduce their disparity by 4.5% while those that
did not implement Restorative Justice saw an increase in disparity (Simson, 2012, p. 35). In
spite of the fact that Restorative Justice has been successful in multiple school districts across the
United States and that numerous schools are disproportionate in discipline, very little research
has been done to see if these practices can be applied to reduce disparity in discipline for
minorities.
Summary
The review of studies explored and defined concepts central to the practice of Restorative
Justice in a K-12 setting. With a focus on community building and relational literacy, the aim of
Restorative Justice is to give voice to all teachers and students (McCluskey et al., 2008; Fronius
et al., 2016). As it related to traditional approaches to behavior, the Restorative Practices
framework, Restorative Justice practices, the impact of Restorative Justice, and the impact of
Restorative Justice on minorities, the review of literature provided and examined an overview of
approaches and outcomes of Restorative Justice practices. The purpose of this study was to
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identify what the middle school teachers in Southern County knew and thought about Restorative
Justice. The methods for this study aimed to bring awareness to teachers’ understandings and
perceptions.
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CHAPTER 3
Methodology
Research Design
The research design followed a concurrent triangulation mixed methods design. This design is
useful for confirming and providing a holistic view of results (Creswell, Plano Clark, Gutmann, &
Hanson, 2003; Venkatesh, Brown, & Bala, 2013). Quantitative and qualitative data were collected and
analyzed concurrently, as shown in Figure 2. The emphasis of this study was equally placed between
both the quantitative and qualitative data as both understandings and perceptions of Restorative Justice
were addressed by the research questions. Both quantitative and qualitative data were useful in
answering the research questions as they provided more comprehensive results and allowed the
researchers to look for corroborations and contradictions.

Figure 2. Concurrent Triangulation Design. Adapted from Creswell, J. W., Plano Clark, V. L.,
Gutmann, M. L. & Hanson, W. E. (2003). Advanced mixed methods research designs. In A.
Tashakkori and C. Teddlie (Eds), Handbook on mixed methods in the behavioral and social sciences
(pp. 209-240). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications
Behavior data were collected from the school administrators (acquired from school
administrators through the state portal). This data was used in concert with the presentation of the
study findings to give context to the problem. The quantitative portion involved survey data from all
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teachers in the two middle schools to measure teachers’ understandings and perceptions of Restorative
Justice. The qualitative portion inquired into teachers’ perceptions and involved face-to-face
interviews by random sampling of 12 teachers from the sixth, seventh, and eighth grades at the two
middle schools. The interviews were used to explore and deepen the team’s understanding of the
perceptions of Restorative Justice between the two middle schools.
Research Site and Participants
Research site. The focus of this study was on middle school teachers in two schools, Eastern
and Western Middle Schools, located in Southern County School District. The demographic
information for the two middle schools is presented in Table 7. Although students were not included in
the study, student demographic information is presented to give context to the problem as it relates to
the disproportionality in discipline of minority students.
Table 7
Demographic Information for Eastern and Western Middle Schools
Student Demographics
Eastern Middle School
Western Middle School
(N = 361)
(N = 269)
American Indian
0%
0%
Asian
0.8%
0.7%
Black/African American
82.3%
51.3%
Hispanic
3.0%
4.1%
Pacific Islander
0%
0%
Two Races
1.9%
1.5%
White/Caucasian
11.9%
42.4%
Teacher Demographics
(N = 33)
(N = 23)
American Indian
0%
0%
Asian
15.2%
0%
Black/African American
42.4%
34.8%
Hispanic
0%
0%
Pacific Islander
0%
0%
Two Races
0%
0%
White/Caucasian
42.4%
65.2%
Note. Student demographic information as of October, 2017, adapted from the Georgia Department of
Education. (2017). Enrollment by ethnicity/race and gender - fiscal year 2017-3 data report [Data file].
Retrieved from https://oraapp.doe.k12.ga.us/ows-bin/owa/fte_pack_ ethnicsex_pub.entry_form.
Teacher demographic information for 2016 adapted from the Governor’s Office of Student
Achievement. (2016). Certified Personnel Data [Data file]. Retrieved from
https://gaawards.gosa.ga.gov/analytics/ K12ReportCard.
3
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Participants. The pool of study participants included all teachers from Eastern and
Western middle schools (N = 47). Twenty-five teachers responded to the survey for a response
rate of 53.2%. Survey participants were predominantly female teachers (n = 21). The number of
years of teaching experience among the participants was well distributed, ranging from less than
one year (n = 3) to 16 years or more (n = 8). All but 8% of the teachers (n = 2) had some
training in Restorative Practices, with 28% of the teachers having had more than a full day of
professional development (n = 7). Age ranges were well distributed with teachers ranging from
the youngest category reported, 25 - 29 years old (n = 6), to the oldest, 60 years or older (n = 1).
The races and ethnicities of the teachers fell primarily into the categories of White/Caucasian (n
= 13) and Black/African American (n = 9). Additional survey participant demographic
information is located in Appendix C.
Twelve teachers participated in interviews, of whom 67% (n = 8) were female. The
number of years of teaching experience among the participants was well distributed, ranging
from less than one year (n = 2) to 16 years or more (n = 2). All of the teachers had some training
in Restorative Practices, with 33% of the teachers having had more than a full day (n = 4). Age
ranges were well distributed with teachers ranging from the category of less than 25 (n = 1) to
the range of 50 – 59 years old (n = 3). The races and ethnicities of the teachers fell primarily into
the categories of White/Caucasian (n = 8) and Black/African American (n = 3). Demographic
information differs slightly from the survey participant demographic information because the
two sets of data were collected concurrently and some interview participants chose not to
complete the survey. Additional interview participant demographic information is located in
Appendix C.
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Although this type of study would often involve creating participant profiles with
pseudonyms for presenting the results, due to the small pool of teachers and the sensitive nature
of the information, the team could not ensure participant confidentiality if profiles were used.
Kaiser (2009) explained deductive disclosure in qualitative research and how, even when direct
identifiers are removed from data, it is possible for individuals to be identified due to unique
characteristics or circumstances. Sieber (1992) used a specific example of a researcher studying
teachers where someone with knowledge of the school district could identify individual teachers
based on traits such as age, gender, and number of years with the district. In this study, there are
only four teachers per grade level per school, and two teachers per grade level were selected for
interviews. If this study gave profiles with years of experience, race, training, and gender, these
teachers would be easily identified. The team considered creating artificial profiles but did not
want to create a false picture of the data. Kaiser (2009) stated the same thing in her research.
Instead, she chose not to disclose any identifying information, and this research team feels that is
appropriate here. Goodwin, Pope, Mort, & Smith (2003) and Baez (2002) also chose not to
disclose participant information for the same reasons. Instead, the research team provides an
overall description of the participants. In this way, the combination of characteristics will not be
easily recognized, and responses will not be paired with a specific individual.
Instruments and Protocols
Quantitative instruments. The quantitative instrument used in this study was an online
survey (Appendix D) that focused on teachers’ understandings and perceptions of the
components of Restorative Justice. The researchers developed one survey with questions
derived from two separate instruments to combine both teachers’ understandings and perceptions
(Burke, 2013; Okunade, 2015). More information about each established survey is provided
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below followed by information about the study team’s survey used to collect data for the current
study.
Teachers’ understandings. Teachers’ understandings of Restorative Justice were
measured by The Restorative Justice Practices Inventory Online Survey (Burke, 2013). This
scale was the result of a study conducted on behalf of the state of Illinois and examined the core
components of Restorative Justice in multiple settings. As measured by Cronbach’s alpha, the
overall internal consistency in the scale was very high (α = .98). Each subscale was also
examined and found to have high reliability (α = .86 to .98). The content was examined and
reviewed to establish content validity by three experts from the Illinois Balanced and Restorative
Justice Institute. Burke (2013) conducted an exploratory factor analysis and a Polychoric
correlation on each subscale and found the survey to have a high construct validity. The validity
of each subscale was examined individually as well which resulted in eliminating one item due
to redundancy and four items due to low correlations. However, no evidence of a pilot study
before administration was found, indicating a survey weakness.
The Restorative Justice Practices Inventory Online Survey (Burke, 2013) had five
subscales that included offender involvement and experience of justice, victim involvement and
experience of justice, victim-offender relationships, community involvement and experience of
justice, and problem-solving through Restorative Justice. The research team made several
changes to The Restorative Justice Practices Inventory Online Survey (Burke, 2013) for the
current study. The survey created by Burke (2013) had 39 questions focused on understandings
of Restorative Justice. The instrument for the current study required the addition of questions on
perceptions. Therefore, the number of questions selected from Burke’s protocol was limited to
20 questions that were most closely correlated with the literature examined in this team’s review.
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The literature supports reducing the number of questions on surveys to increase response rates
and to avoid duplication of content which reduces validity (Galesic & Bosnjak, 2009; Herzog &
Bachman, 1981; Stanton, Sinar, Balzer, & Smith, 2002). Three questions were specifically
omitted because they applied more to the juvenile justice system (as this study applied to all
youth settings). Additionally, the readability of the questions was reviewed using Flesch Kincaid
Grade Level, and wording was adjusted accordingly. The word “offender” was changed to
“wrongdoer” in some questions to align with other literature used in the study. The questions
chosen for the survey were the ones most closely aligned with the current study. Following the
changes made, the internal consistency for the teachers’ understandings subscale was acceptable
(α=.88).
Teachers’ perceptions. Teachers’ perceptions of Restorative Justice were measured by
The Discipline Perceptions Questionnaire (Okunade, 2015). Okunade’s (2015) survey was the
result of a study on perceptions of restorative and assertive discipline. The questionnaire
(Okunade, 2015) did not list reliability or validity information, and the survey was not piloted
before administration, indicating some weaknesses with the survey. The target audience for this
survey was students, but the same questions were appropriate for teachers without changing the
wording. The changes this research team made to The Discipline Perceptions Questionnaire
(Okunade, 2015) for this study included: adding the stem statement “I think” to the beginning of
the statements to make sure teachers understood these were their perceptions, reviewing the
readability of the questions and adjusting wording accordingly, and reducing the number of items
due to the length of the survey.
Okunade’s (2015) survey had 20 questions that all pertained to perceptions of Restorative
Justice with no subscales, but due to the selection of 20 other questions on understandings for
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this study, the Okunade’s survey was reduced by 10 questions. As previously cited, reducing the
length of the survey was necessary to increase the likelihood of receiving responses and to avoid
any duplication in content (Galesic & Bosnjak, 2009; Herzog & Bachman, 1981; Stanton, Sinar,
Balzer, & Smith, 2002). The questions chosen for this research team’s survey were the ones
most closely aligned with the current study. Following the changes made, the internal
consistency for the teachers’ understandings subscale was acceptable (α = .78).
Restorative justice understandings and perceptions survey. The online survey
instrument used for the current study consisted of 30 questions with two subscales. Using the
items selected from The Restorative Justice Practices Inventory Online Survey (Burke, 2013)
and The Discipline Perceptions Questionnaire (Okunade, 2015), one subscale measured teachers’
understandings of Restorative Justice and one measured teachers’ perceptions of Restorative
Justice. Burke’s (2013) survey was a 5-point Likert type scale, and Okunade’s (2015) was a 6point Likert type scale. The current study used a 4-point Likert type scale because research
indicates that there are issues with having a neutral response option and with having too many
response options. Including a neutral response option increases the number of respondents who
will indicate that they have no opinion to avoid voicing a socially undesirable opinion or because
they want to avoid sorting out how they truly feel about a subject (Johns, 2005; Krosnick et al.,
2002). Additionally, increasing the number of response categories yields data of lower quality
due to the difficulty in distinguishing between the degrees of difference between categories and
respondent fatigue (Lavrakas, 2008; Revilla, Saris, & Krosnick, 2013).
For the current study, the first set of questions was used to measure teachers’
understandings of Restorative Justice, and there were 20 questions. Of these 20 questions, 10
were restorative questions, and 10 were punitive questions. Participants responded using a 4-
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point Likert type scale ranging from 1 (very inappropriate) to 4 (very appropriate). A sample
question from the survey was: “Wrongdoers are given the opportunity to repair harm caused by
their actions.” Punitive items were reverse scored as they were in the original survey. A sum
score was calculated to represent the teacher's understanding. Receiving a lower sum score was
indicative of less understanding of Restorative Justice, whereas a higher sum score indicated a
greater level of understanding of Restorative Justice. Teachers were placed into three categories
created by the research team according to their sum scores: punitive (20 - 40), neutral (41 - 59),
and restorative (60 - 80). After reverse scoring individual questions, scale choices of a 1 or 2
were considered less restorative, and a choice of 3 or 4 was considered more restorative. The
ranges for each category were determined by calculating the minimum and maximum sums and
then creating three ranges that were closely equal. These categories were used for discussion
purposes and to compare survey results to the qualitative interviews.
For the current study, the second set of questions were used to measure teachers’
perceptions of Restorative Justice. There were five restorative questions and five punitive
questions. Participants responded using a 4-point Likert type scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). A sample question was: “I think preserving the self-respect of a
student helps the student to behave properly.” A sum score was calculated to represent teacher
perceptions. As with the understandings subscale, the punitive items were reverse scored.
Teachers were placed into three categories created by the research team according to their scores:
punitive (10 - 20), neutral (21 - 29), and restorative (30 - 40). These ranges were also
determined by calculating the minimum and maximum sums and then creating three ranges that
were closely equal.
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As measured by Cronbach’s alpha, Table 8 below shows the overall internal consistency
in the Restorative Justice Understandings and Perceptions Survey was acceptable (α = .92).
While the range for the complete survey is very broad, only the subscales were used for the data
analyses in this study. Therefore, no items were removed from the survey.
Table 8
Internal Consistency for Restorative Justice Understandings and Perceptions Survey
Corrected ItemMeasure
Mean
SD
Cronbach’s α
Total Correlation
Range
Understandings of Restorative
59.92
7.55
.88
.17 - .76
Justice Subscale
Perceptions of Restorative Justice
39.00
4.11
.78
.20 - .72
Subscale
Complete survey
90.36
11.26
.92
.10 - .82
Note. The survey contains two subscales. Teachers’ perceptions and understandings were used for this
study.

Following the development of the survey for this study, it was sent to two experts for
review. Following their input, the instructions on the survey were written more clearly, the
wording of two questions were adjusted to ensure clarity, and additional questions were included
to address more components of Restorative Justice. Next, the survey was piloted with a sample
of teachers (N = 32) from a school district serving students with similar demographic
information. At the end of the survey, teachers were asked to provide input on the survey itself:
ease of use, wording of questions, and any other suggestions for improving the survey. Based on
feedback from pilot participants, adjustments were made to three questions and to the basic
layout.
Teachers’ perceptions of restorative justice interview protocol. A semi-structured
interview protocol (Appendix E) was developed to capture teachers’ perceptions of Restorative
Justice. The protocol was developed for use in a study about teacher perceptions of school
discipline (Licea, 2016). Licea developed the interview questions for use in a focus group after
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conducting a professional development with the teachers on Restorative Justice. She did not
state that she piloted the questions prior to her study, and the team was unable to find another
study that used this protocol. The changes this research team made to this protocol included:
removing references to demerits and merits as those were specific strategies that were used in the
school where the study was conducted, adding three behavior scenarios to gain a better
understanding of the teacher’s discipline perspective, and including five direct questions
regarding Restorative Justice at the end of the survey to gain insight into the teacher’s overall
perceptions of the practice. Sample questions include: “Based on your philosophy of school
discipline, what consequences should a student experience if he or she bullies another student?”;
and “Please give me an example of a situation in which Restorative Justice would be an
appropriate way to handle student behavior.” Responses to the interviews were used to answer
the research question: “What are teachers’ perceptions about Restorative Justice in two middle
schools in Southern County?”
After the final adjustments were made to the questions, the interview protocol was
reviewed by two experts and input was provided. Minor adjustments were made to wording, and
two optional questions were added at the suggestion of one expert. The interview protocol was
piloted with two participants who were also asked to provide feedback on the instrument. Based
on suggestions from the participants, some minor wording changes were made prior to
administration.
Document Collection
The research team collected school discipline data from school administrators that was
acquired through the state portal. This data included the percentage of students who had
received in-school suspensions, out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, school-related arrests,
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referrals to law enforcement, and retentions reported by race and school. This data was used to
provide context to the study and to examine differences in discipline between the schools and
races.
Procedures and Data Collection
Access and approval. The district administrator gave the research team public records
of discipline data from both middle schools to use in the original proposal. Following the
approval of the dissertation committee, Institutional Review Board (IRB) permission and
approval were obtained before beginning data collection. During September 2017, the research
team members met with each grade level team during their planning periods to advise
participants of the purpose of the study, the risks of participation, the protections put in place on
their behalf, the assurance of confidentiality, and reassurance that participation was voluntary.
The random selection process for interviews was explained, and the process for protecting
confidentiality was discussed. Participants were provided with two written consent forms: one
for the online survey and one for the interview should their name be selected for participation.
All participants were given the opportunity to ask questions during the consent process, and
participants were given the contact information for the researchers and the faculty advisor should
they have questions in the future. Data referencing in-school and out-of-school suspensions was
also collected from the school administrators through the state portal. A study timeline is
provided (Appendix F) for additional information regarding the specific details of data
collection.
Surveys. School site administrators asked each teacher at Eastern and Western Middle
school to attend the informational meeting where the research team members invited them to
participate in the study. Once consent was obtained, an invitation to take the online survey was
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sent to each participant. Participants who had not completed the survey within one week were
sent a reminder email (Dillman, 2007). Another reminder was sent after 10 days. Before the
survey closed, the school administrators sent one final reminder. The surveys and interviews
were linked to teachers by birth month and day.
Interviews. During the same timeframe that participants were participating in the online
surveys, 12 participants were selected for individual interviews using a computerized random
sample generator. Six teachers were selected from each school, with two teachers being selected
from each grade level. Eastern Middle School had two teachers who requested that they not be
included in the random sample, and they did not sign consent forms, so the sample size was
reduced for that school. All 12 interviews took place during the month of October 2017. An
interview protocol was used to ensure that the focus of the interviews aligned with the surveys
(Appendix E). The interviews were conducted individually and face-to-face. The protocol had
15 questions that were open-ended and address teachers’ perceptions of Restorative Justice.
Participants were asked to provide the month and day of their birth so that their interview
responses could be connected to their quantitative responses. The interviews took approximately
one hour to complete. Data was audio recorded on two devices and then transcribed. Member
checking was used to allow participants to review their responses to confirm the accuracy of the
transcript and to confirm that their intent was captured. Once transcribing and member checking
was complete, the recordings were destroyed. Transcripts were encrypted and stored
electronically on a password protected server.
Data Analysis Strategies
Data cleaning. One survey was started, but the participant had only completed one
question, so the data was removed from the sample. The remaining data was downloaded into an
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excel file format. Selected items were manually reverse-scored and then double-checked to
ensure accuracy. Four participants had missing values among their responses. To fill in the
missing values, an average was calculated of all of each participants’ responses to the other
questions (Kalton & Kasprzyk, 1986), and averages were entered in place of the missing values.
An examination for univariate outliers was conducted. Some outliers were discovered, but they
were determined to be legitimate cases sampled from the correct population (Osborne &
Overbay, 2004). All of the cases were less than two standard deviations from the mean and
represented findings that could lead to new areas of inquiry; therefore the data was retained
(Dawson, 2011; Kovach & Weiming, 2016; Osborne & Overbay, 2004). Additionally, the
analyses that were used, Mann Whitney U and Spearman’s Rho, are robust to outliers (Chen,
Tang, Lu, & Tu, 2014; Croux & Dehon, 2010).
Quantitative analysis. Cronbach’s alpha was used to establish internal consistency for
each of the subscales of the Restorative Justice Understandings and Perceptions Survey.
Descriptive statistics were recorded for all participants and quantitative instruments. The first
research question, “Is there a relationship between teachers’ understandings and perceptions of
Restorative Justice?”, was examined with Spearman’s rho by correlating the sum scores from the
subscale for understandings and the subscale for perceptions.
A sum score was calculated for understandings, and Mann Whitney U was used to
answer the research question: “What is the difference between teachers’ understandings of
Restorative Justice at each of the two middle schools?” A sum score was also calculated for
perceptions, and Mann Whitney U was used to answer the research question: “What is the
difference between teachers’ perceptions of Restorative Justice at each of the two middle
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schools?” The Mann Whitney U test was selected because the data was ordinal and not normally
distributed.
After the sum scores were calculated for each teacher, he or she was placed into one of
three categories created by the research team according to the score as previously outlined in the
explanation of the instruments. The categories assigned to the sum scores (punitive, neutral, and
restorative) were used for discussion purposes and to compare to the qualitative interviews.
Qualitative analysis. The information gathered during the interviews was transcribed
and analyzed using MAXQDA. Member checking was used to allow participants to review their
responses to confirm the accuracy of the transcript and to confirm that their intent was captured
(Barusch, Gringeri, & George, 2011). Interview responses were coded using values and versus
coding (Saldana, 2009). Values coding applies codes to qualitative data that reflect the
participant’s attitudes, values, beliefs, worldviews, and perspectives. Examples of values codes
include: “perseverance nets success” and “college is scary.” Versus coding identifies elements
that are in conflict with one another (e.g., individuals, groups, social systems, concepts).
Examples of versus codes include: “standards vs. student needs” and “impossible vs. realistic.”
The team had no predetermined number of codes to assign, but following the coding
process, codes were categorized using the same categories used for teacher survey scores in the
quantitative portion: punitive, neutral, and restorative. Codes were organized in this manner for
consistency and comparison purposes. Participants mentioned a few items that were considered
neutral items; however, no patterns emerged with which to create a recurring code. Recurring
codes were developed once a topic was mentioned a minimum of five times. The recurring
values codes were organized into the overarching themes of Negative or Punitive Perceptions
Regarding Restorative Justice and Positive or Restorative Perceptions Regarding Restorative
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Justice. Interviews were coded by the research team. Following coding, the team counted up the
total number of restorative, punitive, and neutral statements in each interview to classify the
interview as restorative, punitive, or neutral. Then, the number of interviews that were primarily
restorative, punitive, or neutral were totaled. The numbers were also used to compare the
number of restorative and punitive statements from each school as well as to give an overall
picture of the interview participants’ responses. Responses to the interviews were used to
answer the qualitative research question: “What are teachers’ perceptions about Restorative
Justice in two middle schools in Southern County?”
Rigor. A sum score of the Likert type scales ensured any researcher bias or
predisposition was alleviated regarding the quantitative data (Pounder, 1993). Rigor was
maintained during qualitative data collection by using a formal interview protocol that had
scenarios and other questions with a specific focus. While the interview protocol allowed for
open-ended answers, it focused the responses on the same topic for all interviews. Prior to
conducting the interviews, the two researchers discussed the interview protocol and the interview
process to ensure consistency between researchers. All of the interviews conducted at Eastern
Middle School were conducted by the same researcher. All of the interviews conducted at
Western Middle School were done by a second researcher. Interviews were transcribed within
five days by the same researcher who conducted the interview. Member checking with
participants and among researchers was also used to advance rigor (Barusch, Gringeri, &
George, 2011). The terminology used throughout the process of data collection and analysis
remained consistent among the three researchers. The triangulation of data through the teacher
surveys, interviews, and behavior data collected aimed to provide the team with extensive
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findings. The team created an audit trail throughout the process to detail the process and create
accountability (Anfara, Brown, & Mangione, 2002).
Innovative Product
Following the data collection and data analysis, the research team developed a website
(Appendix I) that included the background and purpose, literature review, methodology,
findings, discussion, and recommendations for future research. Additionally, specific
recommendations for the school district were made in the form of targeted solutions drawn from
the discussion section of this study. Chapter 6 focuses on the development and content of this
website.
Summary
The research design of this study focused on middle school teachers in two schools,
Eastern and Western Middle Schools, located in Southern County School District. Using both a
quantitative measure in surveys and a qualitative measure in interviews, the information
collected informed the discussion as it relates to perceptions and understandings of Restorative
Justice. Spearman’s Rho and Mann Whitney U analyses provided a deeper understanding of
how teachers understood and perceived Restorative Justice in their settings. Information from
the interviews was coded to provide a picture of the perceptions of the teachers at both middle
schools as well. Both quantitative and qualitative data were categorized as punitive, restorative,
or neutral for the purpose of comparing the data. Both strands of data were needed to provide a
complete picture of the phenomenon, confirm or contradict the findings of the other strand, and
to deepen the understandings gained by the research team (Creswell, Plano Clark, Gutmann, &
Hanson, 2003; Venkatesh, Brown, & Bala, 2013).
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CHAPTER 4
Findings
The research design followed a concurrent triangulation mixed methods design (Quant +
Qual) wherein both types of data were collected and analyzed concurrently to help provide a
complete picture of the results (Creswell, Plano Clark, Gutmann, & Hanson, 2003). The
emphasis of this study was equally placed between both the quantitative and qualitative data as
both understandings and perceptions of Restorative Justice were addressed by the research
questions. The research questions were as follows:
(1) What was the relationship between teachers’ understandings and perceptions of
Restorative Justice?
(2) What was the difference between teachers’ understandings of Restorative Justice at
each of the two middle schools?
(3) What was the difference between teachers’ perceptions of Restorative Justice at each of
the two middle schools?
(4) What were teachers’ perceptions about Restorative Justice in two middle schools in
Southern County?
Each research question will be presented along with the findings for that question.
Quantitative Findings
Descriptive statistics. Descriptive statistics were used to determine the mean and
standard deviation on each subscale for understandings and perceptions at each school (See
Table 9). The teachers at Eastern Middle School (M = 59.46, SD = 6.86) reported similar
understandings of Restorative Justice practices as the teachers at Western Middle School (M =
60.08, SD = 8.06). While the understandings were similar, these numbers did not indicate
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whether the teachers had an adequate understanding. Based on a maximum score of 80, the
teachers at both schools demonstrated a mean understanding that was approximately 75% of the
total. The teachers at Eastern Middle School (M = 30.23, SD = 3.65) also indicated comparable
perceptions of Restorative Justice practices to the teachers at Western Middle School (M = 30.50,
SD = 4.58). Similar to understandings, the teachers at both schools demonstrated a mean
perception that was approximately 75% of the total.
Table 9
Descriptive Statistics
Subscale
Teachers’ Understandings

Eastern Middle School
Western Middle School
M
59.46
60.08
SD
6.86
8.06
Teachers’ Perceptions
M
30.23
30.50
SD
3.65
4.58
Descriptive Statistics for Teachers’ Understandings and Perceptions of Restorative Justice Note.
M and SD for Eastern and Western Middle School’s teachers on each of the subscales. The
range of scores for the Understandings subscale was between 20 and 80. The range of scores for
the Perceptions subscale was between 10 and 40.
Relationships between understandings and perceptions: Research question one. The
first part of the quantitative portion of this study was guided by the research question:
(1) What was the relationship between teachers’ understandings and perceptions of
Restorative Justice? The null hypothesis was there was no relationship between
teachers’ understandings and perceptions of Restorative Justice.
The Spearman’s Rho for Eastern Middle School revealed a statistically significant strong,
positive relationship between teachers’ understandings of Restorative Justice and teachers’
perceptions of Restorative Justice (rs[13] = .84, p = .00) with a large effect size (r² = .71).
Similarly, Spearman’s Rho for Western Middle School revealed a statistically significant strong,
positive relationship between teachers’ understandings of Restorative Justice and teachers’
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perceptions of Restorative Justice (rs[13] = .85, p = .00) with a large effect size (r² = .72). Based
on these findings, the decision was made to reject the null hypothesis.
Difference between understandings: Research question two. The second part of the
quantitative portion of this study was guided by the research question:
(2) What was the difference between teachers’ understandings of Restorative Justice at
each of the two middle schools? The null hypothesis was that there were no
differences between teacher understandings between the two middle schools.
A Mann-Whitney U test revealed, teachers’ understandings of Restorative Justice at Eastern
Middle School (Mdn = 58.00) did not differ significantly from teachers’ understandings at
Western Middle School (Mdn = 58.00) on the Teachers’ Understandings and Perceptions Survey,
U = 75.50, z = -0.14, p = .89, r = .08. Based on these findings, the decision was made to retain
the null hypothesis.
Difference between perceptions: Research question three. The third part of the
quantitative portion of this study was guided by the research question:
(3) What was the difference between teachers’ perceptions of Restorative Justice at each of
the two middle schools? The null hypothesis was that there were no differences
between teacher perceptions in the two middle schools.
A Mann-Whitney U test revealed, teachers’ perceptions of Restorative Justice at Eastern Middle
School (Mdn = 30.00) did not differ significantly from teachers’ perceptions at Western Middle
School (Mdn = 30.00) on the Teachers’ Understandings and Perceptions Survey, U = 76.50, z =
-0.08, p = .94, r = .03. Based on these findings, the decision was made to retain the null
hypothesis. While the teachers’ understandings and the teachers’ perceptions at the two schools
did not differ from one another, the individual participants had a range of scores on both
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the categorization of these scores. This table is useful for a detailed comparison of scores.
Table 10
Participants’ Subscale Scores
Eastern Middle School
Teachers’
Categorization
Teachers’
Categorization
Understandings
Perceptions
William
54
Neutral
28
Neutral
Elaine
65
Restorative
33
Restorative
Amanda
56
Neutral
30
Restorative
Sherry
69
Restorative
29
Neutral
Samantha
66
Restorative
38
Restorative
#6
58
Neutral
30
Restorative
#7
70
Restorative
33
Restorative
#8
50
Neutral
26
Neutral
#9
54
Neutral
28
Neutral
#10
64
Restorative
30
Restorative
#11
49
Neutral
25
Neutral
#12
65
Restorative
35
Restorative
#13
56
Neutral
28
Neutral
Western Middle School
Participant
Teachers’
Categorization
Teachers’
Categorization
Understandings
Perceptions
Amber
54
Neutral
28
Neutral
Mike
49
Neutral
25
Neutral
Richard
54
Neutral
27
Neutral
Lisa
53
Neutral
29
Neutral
#18
61
Restorative
33
Restorative
#19
69
Restorative
38
Restorative
#20
68
Restorative
31
Restorative
#21
53
Neutral
26
Neutral
#22
66
Restorative
32
Restorative
#23
74
Restorative
39
Restorative
#24
55
Neutral
26
Neutral
#25
67
Restorative
32
Restorative
Note. Participants’ subscale scores for teachers’ understandings and teachers’ perceptions
based on responses to the Restorative Justice Teachers’ Understandings and Perceptions
Survey. Participants could receive a minimum score of 20 and a maximum score of 80 on
the understandings subscale. Participants could receive a minimum score of 10 and a
maximum score of 40 on the perceptions subscale. Participants with higher scores were
considered to be more restorative while those with lower scores were considered to be more
punitive. Participants listed in the table with a pseudonym are those that participated in
both the survey and interview.
Participant
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Teacher categorization of sum scores. Teachers’ sum scores were used to place them
into one of three categories: punitive, neutral, or restorative. These categories were created by
the research team for the purposes of discussion and to aid in comparing the quantitative results
with the qualitative results. The ways in which teachers understand and perceive Restorative
Justice fall along a continuum that this study defines as punitive to restorative. The participants
in this study whose scores fell between 41 and 59 on understandings were labeled as neutral.
Teachers who scored between 21-29 on the perceptions subscale were also labeled as neutral.
Table 11 below shows the number of teachers that fell into each category.
Table 11
Teacher Categorization of Sum Scores
Eastern Middle School
Western Middle School
Teachers’
Teachers’
Teachers’
Teachers’
Understandings
Perceptions
Understandings
Perceptions
Punitive
0
0
0
0
Neutral
7
6
6
6
Restorative
6
7
6
6
Teacher Categorization of Sum Scores for Teachers’ Understandings and Teachers’
Perceptions Note. Teachers’ understandings score ranges: punitive (20 - 40), neutral (41 - 59),
and restorative (60 - 80). Teachers’ perceptions score ranges: punitive (10 - 20), neutral (21 29), and restorative (30 - 40).
Qualitative Findings
Research question four. The qualitative portion of this study was guided by the
research question:
(4) What were teachers’ perceptions about Restorative Justice in two middle schools
in Southern County?
Following transcription, interview responses were coded using values and versus coding
(Saldana, 2009). The team used both types of coding simultaneously as they worked with
the data.
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Qualitative themes. Figure 3 below shows the two overarching themes,
Negative/Punitive perceptions and Positive/Restorative perceptions, with the codes organized
beneath them. The neutral perceptions theme showed no patterns, so it is not included in this
figure but will be discussed below. Patterns were developed when response codes were
mentioned by at least 25% of the interview participants.

Positive or Restorative Perceptions
•
•
•
•

Student ownership and community
Teachers as mentors
Culture shift
Giving everyone a voice through
conversations
• Building relationships
• Problems with traditional approach
addressed through transformation

Negative or Punitive Perceptions
• Past mindsets
• Lack of teacher training and fidelity
• Parents not supportive of Restorative
Justice
• Loss of instructional time
• Lack of vision for discipline
• Lack of consequences

Figure 3. Themes and values codes that emerged through qualitative interviews.
Table 12 shows the number of restorative, punitive, and neutral responses given
broken down by school and then totaled.
Table 12
Number of Restorative, Punitive, and Neutral Interview Responses
Restorative Responses
Punitive Responses
Neutral Responses
Eastern Middle
86
26
13
Participants
Western Middle
43
57
23
Participants
Total
129
83
36
Note: Responses to the Teacher Interview Protocol were coded and then categorized into themes
to get total numbers of restorative, punitive, and neutral Responses.
Individual participant response tallies are detailed in Table 13 below. The tallies were
then used to categorize the participants’ overall interview responses as restorative, punitive, or
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neutral. It is important to note that all participants gave both punitive and restorative responses,
and two participants gave both punitive and restorative answers to the same question. All of the
participants from Eastern Middle School had interviews that were restorative in nature, while the
participants at Western Middle School gave interviews that were mostly punitive in nature.
Table 13
Number of Restorative, Punitive, and Neutral Interview Responses by Participant
Western Middle School (n = 6)
Participant*
Restorative
Punitive
Neutral
Interview Overall
Sarah
14
8
4
Restorative
Amber
6
5
7
Neutral
Renee
7
15
5
Punitive
Mike
0
12
3
Punitive
Richard
5
14
2
Punitive
Lisa
11
3
2
Restorative
Eastern Middle School (n = 6)
Participant
Restorative
Punitive
Neutral
Overall
William
24
5
4
Restorative
Elaine
13
10
1
Restorative
Amanda
7
4
2
Restorative
Sherry
8
1
4
Restorative
Matthew
18
2
1
Restorative
Samantha
16
4
1
Restorative
Note. Participants’ interview responses were categorized and tallied. The overall response was
noted as being Restorative, Punitive, or Neutral. *Participants’ names are pseudonyms to protect
their identity.
Positive or restorative perceptions regarding restorative justice. Participants made
positive statements that were labeled with the following codes:
▪

Student ownership and community

▪

Teachers as mentors

▪

Culture shift

▪

Giving everyone a voice through conversations

▪

Building relationships

▪

Problems with traditional approach addressed through transformation
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Each section will begin with a brief definition of the code to facilitate understanding. Codes are
presented in order of thematic strength.
Student ownership and community. In this study, student ownership and community is
defined as students investing themselves in the school community, understanding their role in
that community, and taking responsibility for their actions. Multiple teachers (n = 11) expressed
that Restorative Justice practices foster a sense of student ownership and community. Richard
defined Restorative Justice as helping students to “understand why what they did was wrong,
how it affects other people, how it affects them, how it affects the learning environment”
(interview, October 19, 2017). He also touched on helping students understand why they need to
resolve their behaviors, so they do not become habitual. William’s goal was to try “to get the
kids to realize how to make decisions so that they can be part of the discipline process. If you
can get them doing that, then you really don’t have any discipline issues because they handle
themselves” (interview, October 3, 2017). He also expressed the importance of helping them
“become critical thinkers and make good decisions on their own without having rewards.”
Amanda stated that Restorative Justice is “not so much about discipline or punishment, it’s more
about teaching students to be responsible citizens and take ownership for their right and wrong
for what they do. Not only in school but in life later” (interview, October 3, 2017). Sarah felt
the purpose of Restorative Justice was “that students will become more aware citizens, basically,
of how their behavior and how their actions affect other people, and they will carry that to high
school and then beyond” (interview, October 17, 2017).
Some of the participants talked about ways in which they build student ownership and
community in their schools through Restorative Justice. Amber, when asked about bullying,
said, “first of all we try to do some type of counseling with them and just make sure that they
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understand what bullying is and what it looks like…” (interview, October 17, 2017). Renee’s
thoughts on bullying included that “they need to be aware of what they're doing that is wrong,
and you should also notify their parents. You need to make them know what they did wrong and
admit what they did wrong and apologize” (interview, October 17, 2017). Sherry communicated
that she defined the practice of Restorative Justice as:
[Understanding] why something happened and also to restore that student that has done
the behavior back into the community as smoothly and, I don’t want to say as freely, but
you want them to come back with their full reputation, with as much dignity and pride as
possible. (interview, October 3, 2017)
Sherry also emphasized that “…one mistake doesn’t break you and you do have the opportunity
to move on, and no one would intentionally cause you harm...” To facilitate community and
build student ownership, teachers must act as mentors, which will be addressed in the next
section.
Teachers as mentors. For this study, teachers as mentors is defined as teachers guiding
students in decision-making. Participants (n = 9) discussed the importance of a collaborative
relationship between the students and the teachers that involved providing students with
guidance. Sarah believed that her “role’s not so much as a disciplinarian, but as a guide”
(interview, October 17, 2017). William thought it was important “to give our kids a little benefit
of the doubt” and try “to steer them in the right direction as far as making decisions” (interview,
October 3, 2017). Sherry felt that a significant part of her job was to outline “expectations,
modeling them, reinforcing them, reminding them” (interview, October 3, 2017). Elaine
mentioned that “it takes time to counsel. And we sit down in class, I have gotten away from my
lesson and talked to my class about why certain things happened, why you did this” (interview,
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October 3, 2017). Amber said, “generally, we talk to them to try to get to the root of the
problem...sometimes it’s not an office referral, it can be just a talk…” (interview, October 17,
2017). Sarah voiced the reminder that “they’re going to need second chances, they’re going to
need guidance, because most of the population we work with, they’re not getting a lot of social
norms and things like that from home” (interview, October 17, 2017).
William pointed out, “we are handling discipline here with a lot of student interaction”
(interview, October 3, 2017). Through those conversations, Renee said maybe students would
start to reflect. “You don't get up in the morning saying, I'm going to hurt somebody. But your
actions hurt people. You know making them [think] maybe, gee, I never thought about it like
that” (Renee, interview, October 17, 2017). Matthew expressed his feeling that “kids have bad
days and you as a teacher have to understand that they have bad days” (interview, October 17,
2017). Samantha’s thoughts were “if you respect me, and I respect you, and we understand each
other, then you know that I’m never going to do anything intentional to hurt you, and I know that
you aren’t going to do the same” (interview, October 17, 2017). Teachers acting as mentors and
facilitating community among students help to usher in a culture shift, which will be discussed in
the following section.
Culture shift. This study defines culture shift as a shift in the collective beliefs, desires,
and behaviors of the entire school community. Several teachers (n = 8) also focused on the
significant shift that was needed in school culture for a Restorative Framework to be successful.
Lisa believed that her school (Western Middle) was already seeing a culture shift. She said, “I
like the way we're heading [with] Restorative Justice because I think it works better to build a
relationship…to try to fix the broken relationship or whatever is going on before taking other
steps” (Lisa, interview, October 19, 2017). Elaine expressed that Restorative Justice has made
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her “reevaluate and reflect on how these people perceive me, and it’s not full disclosure, but I
have to make myself available to my students as a person and not just as a…teacher” (interview,
October 3, 2017). Amber was hopeful that students would begin to make good choices, not just
“as a result of someone else trying to ask those questions, but you can learn to kind of work
through it yourself before something happens or you can hold yourself accountable…”
(interview, October 17, 2017).
William had a lot of thoughts on the culture shift that takes place with Restorative Justice.
He explained, “Restorative Justice basically is trying to get to the root cause of what the issue is
and trying to remedy it from that way” (interview, October 3, 2017). William believed that once
implemented, “the students start buying into the culture of the school, and they start policing
themselves and you don’t have as much discipline issues...They feel like a family.” In his
opinion, “until you change their way of thinking, you’re not going to change their behavior.”
William enthusiastically stated, “What’s exciting about it to me is it just takes the negative
impacts of the punitive punishments away.” Lisa’s perception was that “being restorative will
get to what the problem is. Why are you having this problem? How can we stop this problem
from happening and then move forward without it being a problem again?” (interview, October
19, 2017). Samantha’s thoughts on culture shift included teachers doing whatever it takes to
“help them succeed whether that be having conversations, circles, advisement trainings, but it
needed to be something that helps them move forward. Justice isn’t necessarily retribution; it’s
making sure that this isn’t going to happen again” (interview, October 17, 2017). Another
important step in facilitating a culture shift is to ensure that everyone has a voice, which will be
the focus of the next section.
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Giving everyone a voice through conversations. For this study, giving everyone a voice
is defined as ensuring that all students and staff have an opportunity to voice their concerns
through open and honest discussions. Allowing everyone to have a voice was a common theme
throughout the interviews (n = 8). Sarah talked about how they “try to work with kids, talk to
kids, more than just stick ‘em in ISS [in-school suspension]” (interview, October 17, 2017).
Sherry also mentioned how she teaches her “kids to be advocates for themselves” (interview,
October 3, 2017). Samantha stated the importance of teachers not coming “at you and [being]
disrespectful because I don’t want you to come at me and be disrespectful, we need to have a
conversation about the problem” (interview, October 17, 2017). Matthew responded that he
takes the time to “communicate with the student, basically to find out what’s going on, what’s
causing the problem, and then actually have them respond to you” (interview, October 17, 2017).
Sherry thought a significant step in the process was that people have “to come back together and
we’ve got to talk about, not just what happened, but why it happened” (interview, October 3,
2017).
Several of the teachers expressed the significance of giving students a voice when there is
an altercation or disagreement among students. Amber felt as though when students are
disrespectful to one another, the problem could be solved by “just doing a circle and trying to
just bring out some general questions to let everyone answer. Sometimes it's just that people
don't know what others are feeling or what they're going through” (interview, October 17, 2017).
She also conveyed that her goal was to help students and staff “work through things and not just
stay angry. Sometimes I think that behaviors are part of anger and…we don’t feel like we are
heard, and I think restoratively it gives everyone a voice” (interview, October 17, 2017).
Richard shared a story about a student who had gotten into trouble and the response from the

RESTORATIVE JUSTICE AS UNDERSTOOD AND PERCEIVED

66

class. “So, we had the kids talk to him without him being able to say anything about how they
felt when he got in trouble. And I think maybe he is starting to see the light” (Richard,
interview, October 19, 2017). Matthew talked about the strategy he uses when students have an
altercation or disagreement. He has the “students sit down away from each other for a little bit
and have them write what happened and how they felt” (Matthew, interview, October 17, 2017).
Giving everyone a voice will help to build relationships, which is the topic of the following
section.
Building relationships. This study defines building relationships as developing deep,
lasting connections between everyone in the school community. Many of the teachers (n = 8)
believed that relationships were the solution to the discipline issues at the schools. Lisa felt
strongly that “It's all about building relationships here. Building the relationship. Talking with
the students. Getting to the root of the problems, trying to figure out what's going on, why is this
happening. Trying to figure things out” (interview, October 19, 2017). Amanda expressed, “We
are like a family, so the kids will know that they have everyone’s support even if they make a
mistake, we don’t throw them away. They are still a part of the family, and we still support
them” (interview, October 3, 2017). Elaine was passionate about the fact that “stuff still
happens, because we are people and we are human, but the school’s policy is based
on…relationships with the students so that they don’t become a number or statistic on
somebody’s bulletin board somewhere” (interview, October 3, 2017). Matthew stated,
“Restorative Practices is at its best in getting the children to understand where one another is
coming from” (interview, October 17, 2017).
Richard explained sometimes during relationship building, he has discovered “there’s an
underlying meaning. And our kids are pretty respectful for us. I think usually we find out what
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the reason is before we go exacerbating some kind of serious consequence” (interview, October
19, 2017). He has found that “they may be mad at Mom, they may be mad at Dad, and they [are]
going to take it out on you, and sometimes that’s what we’re here for.” Matthew talked about
times where he facilitated a resolution between students. “You can get it to a point where both
the students understand that they may have been in the wrong…and by the end of it they are
usually hugging or…agree that they both apologize, then it’s easier” (Matthew, interview,
October 17, 2017). William also expressed the importance of getting students together to talk to
find the root cause of problems. Richard spoke about a time where the class was able to share
with a peer how his behavior made them feel. They told him, “we want to see a change in you,
and that’s kind of how we tried to deal with it is to get the kids to understand how everybody else
feels, not just how you feel” (Richard, interview, October 19, 2017). Sherry’s viewpoint was
that “discipline, for the most part, looks like the relationship with the child. It’s never quick, it’s
never, well I won’t say never, normally it’s not punishment” (interview, October 3, 2017). Many
of the teachers expressed thoughts that problems with traditional approaches to behavior
problems could be addressed through transforming the discipline process. Those thoughts are
discussed below.
Problems with traditional approach addressed through transformation. Many of the
teachers (n = 7) mentioned ways in which they thought the Restorative Framework addressed
problems that could be found with a traditional approach to discipline. Sarah felt like the
strengths in the discipline plan were “that we look for reasons why students are acting out rather
than just punishing the behavior and moving on and dealing with it day after day after day”
(interview, October 17, 2017). Sarah also talked about how teachers were handling more issues
within their own classrooms and treating them as class communities:
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We’ve done a lot more with circles with whole classes and with small individual students
or groups of students. In fact, we stand right outside out here. Alright everybody, come
on, let’s get out here and talk and figure this out. And, so we’ve had a lot of fewer kids
missing class time, a lot fewer kids falling behind because of behavior types of things,
which, of course, is a very big positive and what we’re shooting for. (Sarah, interview,
October 17, 2017)
Lisa supported the same concept by saying, “I think every child should be in the classroom to
learn because if we send them out all the time, then they won't be there to actually get the
information that they need to learn” (interview, October 19, 2017). Elaine also felt strongly that
students needed to be in the classroom. “I can’t teach you anything in ISS [in-school
suspension]” (interview, October 3, 2017). Amanda discussed another drawback of suspension.
“By suspending them, they don’t spend any time together. So, when they come back to school,
you still have the same issue” (Amanda, interview, October 3, 2017). Samantha believed that
“the conversation they had is what has prevented it from happening again. The suspension
doesn’t prevent discipline problems” (interview, October 17, 2017). While the majority of the
statements from the participants as a whole could be categorized as positive or restorative, many
participants also expressed negative or punitive statements. Those statements will be addressed
below.
Negative or punitive perceptions regarding restorative justice. Participants made
negative statements that were labeled with the following codes:
▪

Past mindsets

▪

Lack of teacher training and fidelity

▪

Parents not supportive of Restorative Justice

▪

Loss of instructional time
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Lack of vision for discipline

▪
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Each section will begin with a brief definition of the code to facilitate understanding. Codes are
presented in order of thematic strength.
Past mindsets. In this study, interview responses that were coded with past mindsets
related to teachers perceptions that were rooted in traditional discipline. Many of the participants
(n = 11) reflected on how discipline is not handled the way it was when they were students and
questioned if the change was for the best. Renee said, “To me, restorative approach is just nicer.
You're just being nice. Whereas, the traditional approach, you’re not being so nice. And I tend
to think the traditional approach might be best” (interview, October 17, 2017). Richard
conveyed that “when a kid was in trouble, or a kid did something wrong, there was some
meaningful punishment involved [when he was a kid]” (interview, October 17, 2017). He also
said, “considering the way I was raised going to school, we’re, as a matter of fact, we are doing
the kids an injustice because we are not teaching them any responsibility.” Sarah agreed that it
was a shift for her, too, “because it’s not the way I was raised” (interview, October 17, 2017).
Renee felt like the school was less than ideal because it was not traditional enough:
In an ideal school, kids would be respectful and obedient to their elders. They would do
what they are supposed to. They would not have a smart mouth. They would not have an
attitude. That would be something that you could punish. They would follow the rules,
and getting out of line would result in a punishment. (Renee, interview, October 17,
2017)
Amber’s experience was “when I was growing up it was three licks or three days at home”
(interview, October 17, 2017).
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Some of the teachers (n = 2) commented on the shift in mindset required and that they
were still working to move from a more traditional approach to Restorative Justice. Sarah said,
“So, it has been a little of a shift for me personally, in how I was dealt with as far as discipline
was concerned…just because it worked for me doesn’t mean it works for everybody” (interview,
October 17, 2017). Elaine commented, “although we have not completely moved away from
progressive discipline we are more discerning in the way that we use it” (interview, October 3,
2017).
In response to the scenario questions, several teachers (n = 3) gave responses that
indicated they were still using a punitive approach to handling discipline. For example, Elaine
said that if students misbehave in eighth grade, “I’m going to give you silent lunch ‘cause you
are getting ready to go to the high school and if it’s that bad after you do silent lunch then we
probably need to take another ride anyway” (interview, October 3, 2017). In response to asking
what she would do if a student disregards teachers instructions, Samantha felt like after two
attempts were made by her to intervene, then the following would be appropriate:
If it continues beyond that point then either bring in administration or the parents to
determine appropriate action. Whether that be being isolated for a short period of time,
doing the work somewhere else or just having a parent step in and say “I mean I know I
taught you better than this, so I don’t know why you are doing this today.” (interview,
October 17, 2017)
Amanda said, “We give students the opportunity to write the rules” (interview, October 3, 2017).
Past mindsets is an issue that could be addressed through teacher training, which will be the
focus of the following section.
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Lack of teacher training and fidelity. For this study, statements that related to an
insufficient amount of training in Restorative Justice, and those that related to fidelity of
implementation, were coded using lack of teacher training and fidelity. Teacher training and
teacher fidelity were mentioned by the majority of the interview participants (n = 10). These
participants felt as though they had not had enough training or that the training had been
inconsistent among teachers. Richard stated, “Well, we are currently getting training in
restorative practices. We’ve been doing some training but not a lot” (interview, October 19,
2017). Amber said that after going to training, her team came back and redelivered, “but there's
constant turnover, so you need to constantly make sure that everyone is getting the same
information because sometimes the lack of doing something is the lack of knowledge…”
(interview, October 17, 2017). She emphasized the importance of all teachers being trained on
the same information. Mike said that he sees things “that could be different, and we could do
different, but, with what we have to work with and what’s here staff-wise and resource-wise, I
don’t know that they could be done” (interview, October 17, 2017). Amanda felt like “when it’s
something new, especially for teachers who have been teaching for years, and they’re used to
doing things a certain way, they may not like it or buy into it” (interview, October 3, 2017). She
believed that teacher training could alleviate some of the issues with teacher buy-in. Sherry
thought that “one of the limitations are consistency among everybody” (interview, October 3,
2017).
Some of the participants (n = 3) made statements that indicated they did not have a full
understanding of the training or had not fully implemented the practices, so these items were also
included in this category. Sarah admitted “in moments of pure frustration, I have fussed at
students, [and have] probably been a little more vocal than I should have, you know, raising my
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voice kind of thing” (interview, October 17, 2017). She also said that she has “given silent lunch
before, [when I] probably shouldn’t have. I’m not sure what a good consequence for that would
be.” She conveyed the idea that talking to students individually was usually successful for her,
“but when it’s more than one, you have a group of students that are not listening, I haven’t found
anything yet that I felt like works.” Mike expressed confusion about the long-term approach to
Restorative Justice practices “or how it’s done anywhere else, long-term approach I think it will
be good, but I think it’s gonna be hard to some degree because it’s gonna take so long”
(interview, October 17, 2017). Renee expressed her frustration with behavior issues. She stated
that she handles discipline issues by “sending every one of them to the office. I'm like no… uhuh” (interview, October 17, 2017). She also thought that something she should have done “the
first day was exert my dominance. I've got one particular class that I did not, and they just think
they can run over me now…you have to let them know that you’re boss...” She then expressed
that she was unsure if this would work but was not sure what would be better. She was of the
opinion that “when you stop going off on them, they’re back to being crazy. So, honestly, I don't
think that it [Restorative approaches] made a difference at all” (interview, October 17, 2017).
Proper teacher training and fidelity in implementation would assist in gaining support from
parents, which will be the subject of the following section.
Parents not supportive of restorative justice. More than half of the interview
participants (n = 8) made statements that related to the lack of support or understanding from
parents. In response to the question What challenges do you think you and the school will face in
the adoption of Restorative Justice practices?, Mike responded, “…you have to have parent
involvement and parent support, and if you don’t have that parent involvement and the parent
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support on then I don’t know how effective it will be” (interview, October 17, 2017). Amanda
felt like “everyone may not be on board” (interview, October 3, 2017). Sarah stated,
[There have been] a few challenges with parents who, of course, were raised a little bit
differently and don’t quite understand why their child, something different’s happening to
different children, so, those are probably the biggest ones that we’re up against right now
since it’s something new and it’s something that we haven’t previously done so much of.
(interview, October 17, 2017)
William also said, “you can paddle somebody 10 times a day, but until you change the way or
frame of thinking then it doesn’t make a difference. And sometimes parents don’t get that”
(interview, October 3, 2017). He believed that many parents felt like students should just get
expelled for certain behaviors.
Multiple teachers (n = 5) indicated that parents had criticized how discipline had been
handle in one way or another. William commented that “parents say that y’all are being too lax
on them and there’s no discipline” (interview, October 3, 2017). He also said the “biggest
challenge would be the way it looks from the outside…when they don’t see those punitive
actions coming down on people that have done things wrong, they look at you as you turn a blind
eye toward discipline.” Matthew felt like home played a role in how open-minded people were
towards Restorative Justice. He said, “You know if they are used to only being disciplined in a
punitive aspect then it may make it more difficult to have them be open-minded to being
restorative” (Matthew, interview, October 17, 2017). Samantha detailed her thoughts on what
she believed parents expected:
I think that parents expect that their child is going to receive retribution for whatever
happened and whatever they feel like when it was acted against their child. You know I
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think parents definitely have their child’s best interest at heart, but I think it’s hard for a
parent to hear that, yes, we have addressed this issue, we had a conversation…you know,
one of the students is going to do this. That’s all that’s going to happen, and they want
them to go to tribunal. They need to be in alternative school; they need to be in ISS [inschool suspension] for multiple days; they should be out-of-school suspended. (interview,
October 17, 2017)
While teachers are concerned about the perceptions of the parents about Restorative Justice, they
are also concerned about the use of their classroom time, which will be discussed in the
following section.
Loss of instructional time. This study defines the code loss of instructional time as
comments from participants that indicated that, in their perception, Restorative Justice practices
or student behaviors interfere with their instructional time. Several interviewees (n = 4) made
comments for which this code was used. Amber and Elaine were both concerned about how the
time spent on behavioral problems or Restorative Practices could interfere with instructional
time. Amber expressed her concerns that “the kids don’t know the information, but you can’t
cover the information if there [are] behavior problems” (interview, October 17, 2017). Elaine
stated, “I come here to teach, kids come here to learn, and if you’re gonna be a disruption then
you can’t stay here, and we’re gonna have to work it out” (interview, October 3, 2017). When
asked about the challenges the school will face in adopting Restorative Justice practices, Amber
said, “people look at it as I don’t have time to do a circle right now, I’m trying to cover the
material” (interview, October 17, 2017). Mike expressed frustration when saying:
This takes time out of your instructional time to do some of this stuff. You know, we’re
all about numbers, testing data and what these kids are learning...I feel like a lot of this
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stuff should have been learned at home. Then we’re taking away from instructional time
and these kids aren’t learning what they need to learn, and it not only affects them, but it
affects the other students in the classroom that don’t have the behavior problems.
(interview, October 17, 2017)
Renee shared that her last period class is “like the brightest class [but] I spent most of my time
dealing with the discipline instead of teaching” (interview, October 17, 2017). Elaine’s response
to her philosophy of discipline is schools included: “if time doesn’t afford that opportunity then
they do have to go, and then if they go to ISS [in-school suspension] I will try to go get them out
to have that conversation” (interview, October 3, 2017). While teachers were concerned about
their instructional time, they also wanted a vision for discipline from the administration, which
will be addressed in the following section.
Lack of vision for discipline. In this study, lack of vision for discipline is defined as the
perception of an absence of vision and guidance established by the district or school leadership
for school discipline. Some of the participants (n = 4) also discussed their concerns about the
vision of the administration about student discipline policies. Richard expressed that [after he
attempted to work with kids on their behavior in the classroom and it did not work out] he was
not sure that he felt “like once we send them to the office, they are punished in some way”
(interview, October 17, 2017). Amanda’s perception was overall highly positive, but she
indicated that she was concerned about the vision of the leadership because “you may have two
students who do the same thing but one takes ownership, and one does not so their punishment
may be different…so that shows inconsistency….” (interview, October 3, 2017). Richard
discussed how discipline practices are set by the school board. “It comes from the top down, and
I think it’s frustrating to us to know…when our superintendent was a principal, she didn’t run the
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school the way we are being asked to run our school” (interview, October 17, 2017). Amber set
her focus a little higher on the policies set by the government. “I think sometimes our hands are
tied… we can't have consequences, and I'm not saying that we should be able to abuse them but,
you know, we’re, we are guided by, I guess, policies that are handed down…” (interview,
October 17, 2017). While Richard was critical of the discipline policies, he was not sure what he
thought should happen instead. “I don’t know what I would like discipline to look…I would like
kids to be more respectful to each other and more responsible for their education” (interview,
October 17, 2017). He stated that he did not want them to be afraid of the teachers or other
faculty, “but I’d like for them to have more respect that if they do something wrong,
that…there’s something wrong.” The perception that there is a lack of vision for discipline
might also lead to the perception that there is a lack of consequences for students, which is the
focus for the following section.
Lack of consequences. Some of the respondents (n = 3) did not believe that the process
of Restorative Justice amounted to tangible consequences or alluded to the fact that kids were
escaping punishment. Richard stated “My school’s stance has lightened up a lot in the recent
years since I have been here” (interview, October 19, 2017). He then said, “And, I just feel like
we can build all the relationships in the world, [but] when kids know there are no consequences
for their actions, they tend to do what they want to do.” Renee said there were things she was
worried that the school would just let go that “we need to address more harshly” (interview,
October 17, 2017). Sarah thought that there should be a clear-cut range of consequences that
students actually “perceive as consequences because we still have some students who think, ‘Oh
well, they’ve talked to me, and nothing happened, so what’s the point? You know, what a
relief’” (interview, October 17, 2017). In Richard’s opinion, he feels like there are “no true,
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consistent consequences for kids” (interview, October 19, 2017). He also believes consequences
need to have more meaning like “out-of-school suspension, which sometimes that’s what they
want… they want to be out of school, or even going to alternative schools where they are in a
more one-on-one situation.” In addition to the positive and negative percpetions of Restorative
Justice, some teachers expressed neutral statements, which will be discussed further in the
section below.
Neutral perceptions regarding restorative justice. Some participants made statements
that were of a neutral nature regarding Restorative Justice. These statements were labeled as
neutral because the participants’ comments were off-topic, ambivalent, or undecided. One such
example was when Amber said, “we try to teach the expectation of what the behaviors are, and
then we just try to reinforce those expectations” (interview, October 17, 2017). It was not clear
from this statement or the statements that follow whether her plan for reinforcement was
restorative or punitive, so this statement was categorized as neutral. Renee was curious “to see if
it's gonna improve their behavior” (interview, October 17, 2017). The statement was categorized
as neutral because she did not imply that she thought it would, but she did not state that it would
not. Mike’s perceptions were not directly related to the Restorative Framework itself, but he
believed that “discipline in an ideal school would be one where the parents were more involved
in it all” (interview, October 17, 2017). Richard was honest enough to make the statement that
he was “trying to say the right things” (interview, October 19, 2017). William referred to all of
the “different ethnicities and races at our school” (interview, October 3, 2017). William’s
statement was classified as neutral because it was not a positive or a negative statement related to
discipline, just a factor for their school. Sherry noted that “everybody knows everybody in this
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community” (interview, October 3, 2017), but did not indicate if she thought this was a positive
or negative.
Summary of coding process
Values codes. The frequency with which each code was used varied. Table 14 below
displays the number of times each code was used during the coding process. Sometimes a piece
of data was assigned two codes if it fit into more than one category. Under the punitive theme,
the code Past mindsets was the most frequently occurring code. Under the restorative theme, the
code Student ownership and community was the most frequently occurring theme.
Table 14
Frequency of the Use of Punitive and Restorative Values Codes
Punitive
Number
Restorative
Number
Past Mindsets
31
Student ownership & community
29
Lack of teacher training & fidelity
19
Teachers as mentors
28
Parents not supportive of
Restorative Justice
13
Culture shift
24
Loss of instructional time
5
Giving everyone a voice through
24
conversations
Lack of vision for discipline
9
Building relationships
26
Lack of consequences
9
Problems addressed through
13
transformation
Note. The frequency with which each punitive and restorative code was used was tallied to create
this table. Some data received more than one code and is therefore counted under more than one
category in this table.
Versus codes. Versus coding of the interviews uncovered the codes displayed in Figure
4. These codes identified concepts or groups that the participants felt conflicted with one another
in some way. These codes are discussed below in order of thematic strength.
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Figure 4. Versus codes that emerged from the qualitative interviews.
Community vs. school. For this study, community versus school was defined as the
perception by teachers that parents and the community were opposed to these practices being
used in the school. Two groups that were mentioned as occasional opposing forces were the
community or parents and the schools (n = 8). William claimed that “parents say that y’all are
being too lax on them and there’s no discipline” (interview, October 3, 2017). He also said that
the “biggest challenge would be the way it looks from the outside…when they don’t see those
punitive actions coming down on people that have done things wrong, they look at you as you
turn a blind eye toward discipline” (William, interview, October 3, 2017). He talked about the
community’s negative response and “people talking about no discipline on the football team, no
discipline at the high, but they don’t understand the big picture we’re trying to put together, and
the change we’re trying to get with the kids” (interview, October 3, 2017). Sarah also
commented on “challenges with parents who, of course, were raised a little bit differently, and
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don’t quite understand why something different’s happening to different children” (interview,
October 17, 2017). Samantha talked about difficulties when parents do not feel other students
have been punished harshly enough. She said, “I think it’s hard for a parent to hear that yes, we
have addressed this issue. We had a conversation…one of the students is going to do this. That’s
all that’s going to happen” (Samantha, interview, October 17, 2017). The biggest conflict
mentioned was between the community and the school, closely followed by the concepts of
being restorative and being punitive, which will be addressed in the following section.
Restorative vs. punitive. Several teachers (n = 6) found there to be a struggle between
restorative and punitive or traditional measures. Lisa found that she was dealing with an internal
challenge. She explained that she found herself “doing the old stuff again when you're trying to
make a step in [doing] something different. So getting out of the old ways” (Lisa, interview,
October 19, 2017). Renee thought that the “restorative approach is just nicer. You’re just being
nice. Whereas, the traditional approach, you’re not being so nice. And I tend to think the
traditional approach might be best” (interview, October 17, 2017). Sarah’s perceptions were that
there are “some inconsistencies sometimes. We’re trying to be restorative, but then sometimes
we lose our cool, and we kind of go more of the punitive route” (interview, October 17, 2017).
Amanda felt like “everyone may not believe in it. When it’s something new, especially for
teachers who have been teaching for years, and they’re used to doing things a certain way, they
may not like it or buy into it” (interview, October 3, 2017). Samantha expressed that she
believed “there’s this misconception that just talking to students about a problem doesn’t make it
go away, but I think that requires teachers to move out of the mindset that they had when they
were in school” (interview, October 17, 2017). Richard explained, “we can’t beat them, so we
have to talk to them death, I guess” (interview, October 19, 2017). The perception that there is a
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struggle between restorative and punitive concepts was somewhat common, while fewer
participants mentioned the conflict between implementation of Restorative Justice and time,
which will be discussed in the next section.
Restorative justice vs. time. Several participants (n = 3) cited time as a concern when
they considered the implementation of Restorative Justice. For example, Mike stated that one of
his “concerns about some of this is [that] teachers are already stretched pretty thin as it is. This
takes time to do some of this stuff” (interview, October 17, 2017). He also felt as though schools
are mostly focused on “testing data and what these kids are learning and all that kind of stuff and
if we’re teaching them this other…[it’s] taking away from instructional time and these kids
aren’t going to learn…” (Mike, interview, October 17, 2017). Amber agreed with Mike’s
sentiment and stated that she thinks “the biggest challenge would probably be, and you don't
want to say that it is just the time because you're trying to make sure that you cover the standard”
(interview, October 17, 2017). Elaine was emphatic that “the limitations are time and I’m gonna
say that over and over and over again” (interview, October 3, 2017). The perception that one
might lose instructional time was a concern for some while a couple of teachers focused on the
struggles that some students bring with them from home, which will be addressed in the section
below.
School vs. home. For this study, school versus home was defined as the challenges that
students bring with them from home. Two participants focused on these challenges. Mike
believed that it “is a mindset change with the students sometimes and I think that sometimes goes
back to home, what’s going on at home” (interview, October 17, 2017). William stated that
Restorative Justice could be a challenge for some because “we don’t know what kids are going
through. They don’t know what they are going through at home, each other, their peers”
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(interview, October 3, 2017). He felt like an important role of the teacher was to get to the
source of what was causing an issue for each student. As teachers work through all of the
challenges they listed and address the discipline problems that arise with students, they refer to
the school district’s code of conduct which will be examined below for use of Restorative Justice
practices.
School District Code of Conduct
After comparing all of the responses from participants, the research team felt it important
to review the county’s code of conduct to assess the dictrict’s use of Restorative Justice in
discipline. A review of Southern County School District’s Code of Conduct revealed that
Restorative Practices and Restorative questions are listed under the heading for Level I
Discipline. Some additional Level I strategies are reflective of Restorative Practices like
participation in conferences, participation in school-service projects, and developing a written or
graphic representation that reflects an understanding of the misbehavior and expected behavior.
Reviewing Level II-V strategies, however, reveals that there are many traditional approaches
included. While some Restorative Practices continue to be mentioned, the other practices
become more traditional the higher the level. For example, Level II includes in-school
suspension. Level III includes in-school suspension for up to 5 days and out-of-school
suspension for up to 3 days. Level IV includes in-school suspension for up to 7 days, out-ofschool suspension for up to 5 days, and referral to tribunal. Level V is referral to tribunal and
possible use of law enforcement.
Comparing Quantitative and Qualitative Results
The research method followed a concurrent triangulation mixed methods design,
therefore, following the quantitative and qualitative analysis, the results were compared. Out of
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the 12 interview participants, nine also completed surveys. Using the categorization process
developed by this research team, individual participants’ results on the subscales of teachers’
understandings and teachers’ perceptions were compared to their interview responses. Table 15
shows the results of this comparison. All of the participants at Western Middle School had
scores in the neutral range on both the Teachers’ Understandings and Teachers’ Perceptions
subscales, but only one had an interview that was neutral in nature. Two of the participants from
Western Middle had interviews that were punitive in nature, and one had an interview that was
restorative in nature. At Eastern Middle School, three of the teachers had scores in the
restorative range on the understandings subscale, and two had scores in the neutral range. On the
perceptions subscale, three out of five teachers had scores in the neutral range. The remaining
two teachers had a perceptions subscale score in the restorative range. Interestingly, all of the
teachers at Eastern Middle School had teachers with interviews that were restorative in nature.
Table 15
Comparison of Teacher Categorization for Surveys and Interviews
Participant

Teachers’ Understandings

Teachers’ Perceptions

Interview Responses

Western Middle School
Richard
Amber
Lisa
Mike

Neutral
Neutral
Neutral
Neutral

Neutral
Neutral
Neutral
Neutral

Punitive
Neutral
Restorative
Punitive

Eastern Middle School
Samantha
Restorative
Restorative
Restorative
William
Neutral
Neutral
Restorative
Sherry
Restorative
Neutral
Restorative
Amanda
Neutral
Neutral
Restorative
Elaine
Restorative
Restorative
Restorative
Note. The table shows the categorization for those participants that completed both the survey
and participated in individual interviews. Three interview participants did not complete surveys,
so their responses are not included in this table.
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Summary
The overarching question of this study was How do teachers understand and perceive
Restorative Justice practices in two Georgia middle schools? This question was explored
through both quantitative and qualitative means. The team also proposed to examine the most
current discipline data from the schools; however, a full year’s data was not available at the time
of publication. The quantitative analyses examined both understandings and perceptions of
Restorative Justice of the teachers in both middle schools. The qualitative analysis examined the
teachers’ perceptions of Restorative Justice. In both the quantitative and qualitative analyses,
teachers’ responses were categorized as punitive, restorative, or neutral. Results from
participants who completed both the quantitative and qualitative portions of the study were
compared to triangulate and offer complete results.
First, the team examined the quantitative question What was the relationship between
teachers’ understandings and perceptions of Restorative Justice? The null hypothesis was
rejected as there was a relationship between teachers’ understandings and perceptions of
Restorative Justice. Second, the team examined the quantitative question What was the
difference between teachers’ understandings of Restorative Justice at each of the two middle
schools? The null hypothesis was retained as there was no difference between teachers’
understandings in the two middle schools. Third, the team investigated the quantitative question
What was the difference between teachers’ perceptions of Restorative Justice at each of the
middle schools? The null hypothesis was retained as there was no difference between teachers’
perceptions in the two middle schools.
The qualitative findings related to teachers’ perceptions of Restorative Justice uncovered
codes that were organized into punitive and restorative themes. The majority of the responses
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were restorative, although there were differences between the two schools. At Eastern Middle
School, the findings showed that most teachers perceived their learning community to be more
restorative. At Western Middle School, the findings showed that most teachers perceived their
learning community to be more punitive. Overall, when comparing the quantitative and
qualitative results to triangulate and provide a holistic portrait of the results, team members
identified inconsistencies between teachers’ survey responses and their interview responses.
Most participants had consistent responses from the survey on the subscales of teachers’
understandings and teachers’ perceptions, but their responses on the interviews were
contradictory to the survey results. Only three of the nine participants were categorized the same
for all three data sets. Neutrality was also a factor, as some teachers might have been selective in
what they said in their interviews. Brandes (2001) shared that sometimes teachers attempt to
remain above sources of contention about new programs by acting as purveyors of knowledge
and referees of perspectives instead of throwing themselves completely into a new practice.
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CHAPTER 5
Discussion
This research study followed a concurrent triangulation mixed methods design (Quant +
Qual), meaning survey data and interviews were collected during the same time period and
analyzed simultaneously for the purpose of data triangulation and to provide a holistic view of
the phenomenon (Creswell, Plano Clark, Gutmann, & Hanson, 2003; Venkatesh, Brown, & Bala,
2013). It is important to note that because the purpose of this design is completeness, neither the
quantitative strand nor the qualitative strand carried more weight and results will be discussed
holistically. The quantitative findings indicated that there was a statistically significant positive
relationship between teachers’ understandings and their perceptions of Restorative Justice.
Quantitative results indicated that there were no differences between teachers’ understandings or
perceptions of Restorative Justice at the two middle schools. Qualitative findings, when
examined as a whole, indicated that many of the statements made by the participants were
restorative in nature. When looking at the qualitative findings by school, half of the teachers at
Western Middle School fell into the punitive category (n = 2) while the other two participants
were split between the neutral and restorative categories. At Eastern Middle School, all of the
teachers (n = 5) had interviews that were categorized as restorative. Below, each research
question will be examined individually, followed by an examination of the differences in the
quantitative and qualitative results.
The Relationship Between Teachers’ Understandings and Perceptions
Critical pedagogy and the social justice critical orientations address teachers’ perceptions
of discipline and their understandings of how to establish an environment built on mutual respect
and restorative interactions. Literature therein revealed that harsh disciplinary encounters with

RESTORATIVE JUSTICE AS UNDERSTOOD AND PERCEIVED

87

teachers in authoritarian educational systems did not help students form their own consciousness
and autonomy and could create dependence on punitive systems (Darder, 2012; Licea, 2016;
Tough, 2012). Because the literature suggested the important link between teachers’
understandings, perceptions, and the classroom environment, the survey for this study was
developed to measure both understandings and perceptions of Restorative Justice.
Darder (2002 & 2015) says teachers’ identification of what they know and think is
critical in finding areas of weakness in school discipline and helping students form
consciousness regarding moral and behavioral expectations. The findings of this study indicate a
statistically significant positive relationship between the teachers’ understandings and
perceptions which aligns with existing literature. Some authors have taken this relationship a
step further and stated that perceptions are formed from teachers’ understandings (Atkinson,
Atkinson, Smith, & Hilgard, 1987; Beijaard, Verloop, & Vermunt, 1999). This research also
indicated that these perceptions would then influence teachers’ judgments and behaviors.
Beijaard, Verloop, and Vermunt (1999) noted a significant difference in the amount of training in
their participants, which they indicated impacted teachers’ understandings and, in turn,
influenced perceptions. The current study on Restorative Justice also has teachers with various
amounts of training. The training variable was not involved in any of the qualitative findings,
but the team felt it important to include the responses in the discussion as it appears to have
impacted teachers’ understandings and, in turn, their perceptions. Training varied among the
participants as follows: no training (n = 2), less than 1 hour (n = 1), 1-2 hours (n = 10), 3-4 hours
(n = 3), 5-6 hours (n = 1), 7-8 hours (n = 1), and more than a full day (n = 7).
The findings of this study are important to the greater body of academic literature
because there are few studies that directly examine the relationship between teachers’
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understandings and perceptions. Additionally, this team was unable to locate any study where
teachers’ understandings and perceptions of Restorative Justice was examined. Because
previous literature indicates these factors may also be influenced by training, the results of this
study could be examined against the amount of training participants received for further
discussion.
The Difference Between Teachers’ Understandings at the Middle Schools
The team’s analysis of the literature found that Restorative Justice practices affirm
students in their feelings and coaches them on how to act on their feelings constructively rather
than punishing them for rules they have never learned (Gonzalez, 2014). Rodriguez (2017)
presented the concept that the purpose of education is to prepare students to productively
contribute to society by equipping them with knowledge and skills. However, he states that
when schools and educators choose to react to misbehavior with severe consequences, the goal is
undermined. The subscale on understandings presented to participants in this study asked
questions related to understandings of Restorative Justice like those presented by Gonzalez
(2014) and Rodriguez (2017).
Teachers play a crucial role in helping students form their moral consciousness and
behavioral expectations (Darder, 2015). Educators must also play a part in the development of
student autonomy which ultimately leads to students’ acceptance or rejection of discipline
(Licea, 2016). When teachers lack critical consciousness, they will apply discipline that
promotes compliance rather than autonomy (Darder, 2012; Friere, 1998). If a teacher does not
have an adequate understanding of Restorative Justice practices, he or she will be more likely to
react to misbehavior with consequences that promote compliance and less likely to facilitate the
growth of student autonomy.

RESTORATIVE JUSTICE AS UNDERSTOOD AND PERCEIVED

89

This study sought to examine whether there was a difference in teachers’ understandings
between the two middle schools. The results indicated that there was no difference between the
two schools, but it is important to note that this does not mean that there was an adequate
understanding of Restorative Justice amongst all of the participants. Both schools had teachers
with little understanding of Restorative Justice and teachers with a greater understanding. The
research team hypothesized that these differences were most likely related to the amount of
training that the participants had in the Restorative Framework. The connection between
teachers’ understandings and the amount of professional development they have received in
effective classroom management has been previously established (Dufresne, Hillman, Carson, &
Kramer, 2010; Losen, 2011). The varied amounts of training are outlined in the discussion
above.
The Difference Between Teachers’ Perceptions at the Middle Schools
Central to the Restorative Framework is the idea that restorative schools operate
relationally (Blood, 2005; Cho, 2017). Additionally, the focus is placed on identifying what
damage was done, who was harmed, who is responsible for repairing the harm, and restoring
relationships (Nance, 2016; Zaslaw, 2010). Teachers’ perceptions of discipline have a direct
impact on how school discipline is carried out (Kohn, 2006; Licea, 2016). Discovering a
teacher’s perceptions of behavioral expectations will reveal tendencies toward either punitive or
restorative practices.
Once teachers have an understanding of their own perceptions of right and wrong, they
have the ability to create a change in the environment in their own classrooms (Licea, 2016).
When a democratic school environment has been established, teachers can support students as
democratic cultural citizens (Darder, 2015). Teachers who perceive the importance of student
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empowerment aim to support Restorative Justice as it facilitates the development of student
autonomy (Licea, 2016).
The comparison of teachers’ perceptions between the two schools revealed that the
teachers held similar perceptions. The researchers hypothesized that the teachers’ perceptions
were comparable because they had similar understandings. When examining the qualitative
portion of the data, there were both punitive and restorative statements made that related to these
perspectives. When analyzing the points of convergence and divergence between quantitative
and qualitative responses, the team found most of the participants (n = 5) made exclusively
positive qualitative statements that supported their quantitative responses. One participant made
exclusively negative statements related to the perceptions addressed in the survey, and three
others made both positive and negative statements.
The team theorized, based on responses, that the participants answered positively to the
qualitative portion because they support having conversations with students, establishing
relationships with students, and building a restorative community. However, the negative
qualitative statements came from the scenario questions presented to participants leading the
team to believe that participants offered thoughts or examples on specific situations when
confronted with a scenario in an open-ended question. According to Adams and Cox (2008),
scenario questions should be used for asking participants questions about sensitive issues. Due
to the nature of these types of questions, participants who had negative perceptions of
Restorative Justice were more likely to share them during this portion of the interview.
Teachers’ Perceptions of Restorative Justice
The qualitative portion of this study revealed many rich insights regarding Restorative
Justice practices. The literature stated that traditional approaches to behavior like zero-tolerance
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policies have led to punishments that criminalize the misbehavior of students (Rodriguez, 2017;
Wilson, 2014). Additionally, discipline policies that result in suspensions and expulsions lead to
the school-to-prison pipeline (Curran, 2016; Zehr, 2002). One study in which researchers
examined restorative circles found that harsh ways of dealing with rule infractions were
ineffective and did not change student behaviors (Ortega et al., 2016). The same study also
showed that zero-tolerance policies did not decrease discipline referrals or eliminate violence or
conflict within the schools. Interview participants in this study indicated an overall positive
perception regarding Restorative Justice; however, there were differences in perceptions between
the two middle schools. Eastern Middle School teachers responded with an overwhelming
number of restorative responses (n = 86) when compared to punitive responses (n = 25).
However, Western Middle School teachers responded with fewer restorative responses (n = 43)
as compared with punitive responses (n = 56). The reason Eastern Middle School had a higher
number of restorative responses was primarily due to statements about student ownership and
giving everyone a voice. Western Middle School had a higher number of punitive responses
primarily due to statements about the amount of training and the lack of vision and support from
leadership. Prior to the merger of these two schools, these differences are a concern that will
need to be addressed.
The research team theorized that the participants’ positive responses to the qualitative
protocol came from their belief in collaboration with students, building relationships, and
community building. These hypotheses are supported by the statements made by participants.
Noddings (1984) suggested that teachers engage in caring for students by being receptive and
responsive, encouraging dialogue, and showing sensitivity to the needs of students. She also
emphasized the importance of listening to students and helping them learn to be participants in a
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caring community (Noddings, 1992). The teachers in this study who articulated positive,
restorative statements in their interviews appear to support the ideas expressed by Noddings and
recognize the significance of their role in building a restorative culture.
When the researchers examined the negative responses individually made by Western
Middle School participants, the team surmised three possible explanations. First, the participants
made frequent mention of the lack of teacher training they had received. Because school districts
frequently change policies or update practices, it is necessary for teachers to receive additional
training to effectively implement the new strategies (Nudzor, 2013; Organisation for Economic
Co-Operation & Development, 2009). Unlike the participants in this study, teachers will have a
more positive attitude towards changes in school practices when they have had adequate training
(Edge, Reynolds, & O’Toole, 2015; Terhart, 2013). Often, organizations begin new approaches
without fully communicating the purpose and the process to the employees (Kotter, 1995).
Specific to education, Fullan (2006) said that schools often go about professional learning in a
superficial manner. The result is that the teachers do not truly have an understanding of what
they are being asked to do. The teachers in this study expressed their desire for more training
which would likely lead to more restorative perceptions.
Second, the participants discussed the lack of support from the community more
frequently than the participants from Eastern Middle School. When implementing new practices
at any organization, it is essential to involve and inform all of the individuals that will be directly
impacted by the change (Morrison, 1998; Nudzor, 2013; Wallace & McMahon, 1994). When
outside individuals have not been given the information about the changes and the opportunity to
be involved, they will most often resist the change. Participants in this study stated one of the
biggest challenges was the perception of Restorative Justice in the community. Providing
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outside stakeholders with information about the practices would help facilitate a more restorative
culture because parents and community members could support the efforts of the school.
Third, the participants made statements of negative perceptions about the guidance and
leadership they have received from their administration as it relates to Restorative Justice. The
development of a shared sense of purpose and under a transformational leader inspires staff to
join in reshaping the school’s culture (Edge, Reynolds, & O’Toole, 2015; Louis, Marks, &
Kruse, 1996). The teachers in the current study did not express a refusal to change. Rather, they
felt as though they were not supported in their efforts toward change or that a shared vision had
not been developed under the school’s administrators.
Examining Differences in Quantitative and Qualitative Results
When comparing the data from participants who completed both the survey and the
interview (n = 9), some discrepancies were found in how they responded to the two different
formats. For this study, the team developed a categorization method for both surveys and
interviews which allowed for teachers to be placed into the categories of restorative, punitive or
neutral. Only two of the participants fell into the same category for both subscales on the survey
and for the interview. The remaining participants had interview category results that differed
from their survey category results. On the survey results, all of the participants fell into the
neutral or restorative categories, but two of the interview participants had interviews that fell into
the punitive category, which seems to be contradictory. Some researchers have indicated that
when discrepancies occur while using different measures in a multimethod approach, the
differences must be reconciled by the researcher (Cook, 1985; Greene, Caracelli, & Graham,
1989; Jick, 1979; Shotland & Mark, 1987; Trend, 1979). The findings from these researchers
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have indicated that often divergent results allowed for more thorough, complex explanations of a
phenomenon.
Venkatesh, Brown, and Bala (2013) stated that the purpose of a concurrent triangulation
mixed methods study was to integrate quantitative and qualitative results and offer a complete
picture of the phenomenon. According to these authors, neither strand carries more weight, and
the results of each strand serve to offer a complete picture. Following guidance from Deacon,
Bryman, and Fenton’s (1998) study on triangulation, specific questions from each subscale were
examined against interview responses from participants who were involved in both data
collection periods. The study discussed multiple explanations for seeming disagreement between
quantitative and qualitative data in mixed methods studies.
Deacon, Bryman, and Fenton (1998) warned against prioritizing one form of evidence
over the other unless there was some evidence to suggest that there was a reason to question the
reliability or validity of some of the data. Instead, the authors suggest examining all data
thoroughly to look for clues that indicate why the data seem to contradict one another. For the
current study, the quantitative questions were answered using subscales. However, when the
team wanted to examine the data more closely because of the seemingly contradictory responses,
individual survey questions were examined in comparison with interview responses. The
explanation for the differences was found in the fact that the interview questions were openended, so participants responded with information that was not included in the original survey.
For example, support from the community was not addressed in the survey, but it was repeatedly
mentioned in the interviews. Additionally, participants were not asked any questions about the
time involved in implementing Restorative Justice because the focus of the study was not on
implementation, but respondents mentioned this multiple times. Finally, while the survey did
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mention administrators as participants in the restorative process, it did not address whether
teachers felt supported by administrators in the process of Restorative Justice. Teachers at one of
the schools, however, made mention of not feeling supported by the school administrators. The
qualitative data enhanced the quantitative data and revealed variables that the survey could not
capture. These revelations allowed for a more thorough understanding of the perceptions of the
teachers who participated in this study.
Overarching Understandings and Perceptions
The majority of participants involved in both forms of data collection expressed
incongruous views on the quantitative and qualitative portions of this study. These disparities
were revealed due to the mixed methods design allowing for qualitative questions to further
investigate quantitative data. When the data were examined using the participants’ subscale
scores for understandings and perceptions, rather than the researcher-created categories, then
compared to the participants’ interviews, six participants had notable results. Lisa, Amanda, and
William had understandings and perceptions sum scores that were at the higher end of the neutral
range. However, all three participants had interviews that were restorative in nature. Upon
examination of the survey responses, these teachers tended to stay away from the extreme ends
of the scale (i.e., 1 or 4) when answering which caused their results to fall into the neutral range
even though their interview responses were restorative. Sherry had understandings that were in
the middle of the restorative range, perceptions at the high end of the neutral range, and a
restorative interview. Most likely, her quantitative perceptions score was lower than she truly
feels based on her interview responses. Richard had neutral understandings and perceptions that
were at the high end of the range but an interview that was punitive in nature. It is difficult to
determine what Richard’s true understandings or perceptions were because he stated in his
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interview that he was just trying to say what others wanted to hear. Finally, Mike had neutral
understandings and perceptions that were in the middle of the range but an interview that was
punitive in nature. Perhaps he tried to keep his survey neutral but had difficulty doing that when
it came to the open-ended questions in the interview.
Some of the contradictions found between surveys and interviews may be the result of the
complexity of relationships between teachers and students. An important aspect of education is
that teachers are caring, responsive, relational, and receptive (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006;
Noddings, 1984). While many teachers find professional satisfaction in establishing caring
teaching relationships, these relationships can also be a source of anxiety, disappointment, and
stress (Acker, 1995; Nias, 1993). All of these emotions result in emotional labor when teachers
have to inhibit or neutralize their true feelings and express more positive emotions with students
(Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006). The participants in the study offered responses that indicated
care and concern for their students, while some also expressed frustrations and stress in relation
to their roles. While many participants responded restoratively, some shared concerns.
Some participants expressed feeling a lack of community, training, and support from
administration which does not foster a restorative school culture. Evans (1997 & 2001) found
that the most influential factor on teacher morale was school leadership. Leaders of change
cannot merely define an objective and expect others to support it immediately (Everard, Morris
& Wilson, 2004; Nudzor, 2013). Leaders must allow for dialogue, feedback, and working
through mixed feelings to establish a shared vision. Participants in this study expressed feelings
of being given directives rather than being supported by school administrators. To be successful
at implementing Restorative Justice practices, Southern County School District must address the
concerns of the teachers at these two middle schools.
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On both the quantitative and qualitative portions of the study, some participants were
placed into the neutral category. A couple of explanations can be offered for why a participant
fell into the neutral category. First, he or she may not have a full understanding of Restorative
Justice, therefore, answers restoratively on some questions and punitively on others. DeMars
and Erwin (2005) equate this definition of neutral to being unsure. A second explanation may be
that participants may be apathetic towards Restorative Justice. According to Agostinone-Wilson
(2005), it is common for educators to mask discomfort with topics by expressing neutral views.
Freire (1998) took a stand against neutrality and said, “I cannot be a teacher if I do not perceive
with ever greater clarity that my practice demands of me a definition about where I stand” (p.
93). Some of the participants in this study may have intentionally chosen not to take a position
on Restorative Justice due to their discomfort with the subject. Other participants may have felt
as though they should portray themselves as objective thereby rendering their results neutral.
Ultimately, the participants that refrained from making punitive or restorative statements
conveyed that neutrality was an issue that will need to be addressed by the school district.
Critical pedagogy and the social justice critical orientations asserts that discipline
practices in the classroom are directly impacted by the dominant culture of power rooted in
authoritarian practices (Darder, 2012; Darder, 2015). Traditional school-wide expectations for
behavior focus on compliance and authoritarian policies. Teachers must have a full
understanding of their role in discipline and how to help students relate to one another in order to
help students form relationships, build trust, and accept responsibility. Additionally, an
understanding of Restorative Justice that impacts perceptions leads to fidelity of implementation.
When Restorative Justice is implemented with fidelity, it reduces disproportionality in discipline
(New York State Permanent Judicial Commission on Justice for Children & John Jay College of
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Criminal Justice, CUNY, 2015). Teachers in this study did not demonstrate a full understanding
of Restorative Justice which impacts their ability to implement Restorative Justice with fidelity.
Implications of Findings
The connection between understandings and perceptions of Restorative Justice is critical
at these two middle schools for several reasons. First, the schools have a history of being
disproportionate in discipline. Because the district leadership now knows of this connection
between understandings and perceptions in their teachers, they can work to change the
perceptions of teachers that are not restorative by changing their understandings. Second, these
two middle schools will be merging into one school under one principal. Knowing of the
connection between the teachers’ understandings and perceptions will help this principal in
planning for professional development. Based on the research that indicates that perceptions
stem from understandings (Atkinson, Atkinson, Smith, & Hilgard, 1987; Beijaard, Verloop, &
Vermunt, 1999), the principal can work to improve teachers’ understandings of Restorative
Justice in order to change their perceptions. Additionally, the research indicates this change in
perceptions will impact the teachers’ actions toward discipline processes. Third, the principal
who will be leading the new middle school will want to ensure uniformity in the implementation
of Restorative Justice practices. To do so, he or she must provide the opportunity for everyone
to acquire the same understanding. Similar understandings will lay the groundwork for similar
perceptions and a restorative culture.
The findings also indicated that teachers at one of the schools had negative perceptions
about the leadership from school administrators and felt that the community did not support
Restorative Justice. Before the relationship between the teachers and the principal can be
addressed, it is essential to ensure that the principal has a thorough understanding of Restorative
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Justice so that he or she will be equipped to lead the culture shift in the new school. The
principal will then need to address the issues that these teachers expressed in order to facilitate a
restorative culture in the school. First, the principal should gain support from the teachers by
continuing to build relationships with them, addressing their concerns, and giving them a voice.
This initial step would facilitate the growth of school culture that must start with the faculty.
Second, the principal should work to establish a shared vision with the teachers, communicate
high expectations, and provide support. Many teachers want to be a part of the principal’s vision
for the school and will work to uphold that ideal with proper support and resources. Third, the
principal will need to gain the support of the parents and the community. One suggestion would
be to offer parents the opportunity to participate in restorative processes like circles and
conferencing. Parents should also be given the chance to hear from other parents and students
about their experiences with Restorative Justice. After all of the adults had a common
understanding, the principal should shift his or her focus to the students. This process for
building a restorative culture will not be something that can happen quickly. To facilitate the
process, this research team has taken all of the findings from this study, the literature reviewed,
and the implications for the school district and created a website that can be used for professional
development. This website includes resources that relate to all of the implications listed above.
Recommendations for Future Research
Areas for future research include determining how the administrators in Southern County
understand and perceive Restorative Justice, as they are the ones responsible for planning
professional development for staff and must lead the change that has to take place in the school
culture. One might also consider looking at leadership styles in relation to leading a school-wide
shift to Restorative Justice. Additional areas of study should include community perceptions for
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the purpose of involving, informing, and gaining their support for Restorative Justice in the
school. It may also be beneficial to discover how students perceive Restorative Justice to
identify areas of strength or weakness in implementation.
Another topic worth further exploration is the subject of neutrality especially in relation
to discipline practices as it appeared to play a role in teachers’ perceptions. An understanding of
why some teachers have chosen a neutral position may give schools insight into ways in which
administrators could build a more restorative culture. Given that there was some disparity
between teachers’ understandings and perceptions that may occur in any school, an examination
of the implementation of Restorative Justice practices in relation to understandings and
perceptions would be beneficial as well. There was also a notable difference in the amount of
training that the participants in this study received. Therefore, an examination of the relationship
between the amount of training a participant received and his or her understandings or
perceptions could be useful. It would also be helpful to examine the amount of training in
relation to implementation of Restorative Justice practices. Perhaps the most important area for
exploration is whether implementation of Restorative Justice in Southern County is reducing
disproportionality in discipline.
Conclusion
This study found that the majority of the participants in both the quantitative survey and
the qualitative interviews had a general understanding of Restorative Justice. A small number of
participants had a limited understanding of Restorative Justice or made some conflicting
statements. Additionally, most of the survey and interview participants held neutral or
restorative perceptions towards Restorative Justice. A few participants had interviews that were
categorized as punitive in nature, although their surveys were categorized as neutral. The
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following chapter will present the innovative product, a website, developed by this research team
to offer specific suggestions for the school district as they move forward with the use of a
Restorative Framework in their schools.
Limitations of the Study
The self-report survey instrument was used to gain teachers’ understandings and
perceptions of Restorative Justice. One issue related to self-reporting pertains to whether
respondents understood the questions they were being asked and another is whether they had the
knowledge to answer the questions accurately (Brener, Billy, & Grady, 2011). Additionally,
Marshall and Rossman (2016) stated that some participants might have an accurate self-concept
of their understandings and perceptions while others might have limited understanding of self
and be less aware of their perceptions. Some participants may also perceive there is an expected
response and therefore may temper their input. There was some evidence of this when some
participants gave both punitive and restorative responses regarding the same subject. Another
limitation was that the number of participants was too small to run a factor analysis to confirm
factor loadings on the subscales.
While this study used questions from two established surveys, the sample size was too
small to verify the subscales statistically. The Discipline Perceptions Questionnaire (Okunade,
2015) also did not list reliability or validity information, so that is an additional limitation.
Additionally, this research team developed the method of categorization (i.e. punitive, neutral,
and restorative) for the subscale scores for the purpose of comparison across data types. Because
no analyses were run on this categorization method, it is not possible for the team to know if this
interfered with the reliability or validity of the original survey.
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Qualitatively, only a small number of participants were chosen for interviews, which can
be a limitation if data saturation does not occur (Mason, 2010). Because data saturation is
difficult to define, it is not easy to determine if this occurred, but an argument could be made to
say both yes and no. The interview protocol was semi-structured, making it more likely that data
saturation occurred with 12 participants. However, the group of participants was somewhat
heterogeneous, making it less likely that data saturation occurred. Also, teachers may have
limited their disclosure during face-to-face interviews (Dickson-Swift, James, Kippen, &
Liamputtong, 2007). The training and experience varied among participants, which might have
had an impact on the results.
Delimitations. While the entire Southern County School System showed
disproportionality in discipline, the study was limited to focus solely on the two middle schools
in the county. The purpose of this narrow focus was because these two schools will be
consolidating into one larger middle school in the fall of 2018.
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CHAPTER 6
Restorative Justice Tools for Implementation Website
Targeted Solutions
The focus of this study was on teachers’ understandings and perceptions of Restorative Justice.
Through the findings, the team discovered that understandings and perceptions are connected, creating
a heightened sense of urgency in continuing and enhancing systemic, ongoing professional
development to ensure that all teachers have a similar knowledge base. Interviews revealed significant
differences in the perceptions of teachers between the two schools. Because of the upcoming merger, it
is important for the district to work to strengthen teachers’ understandings and to move all of the
teachers towards a common perception of Restorative Justice.
Innovative Product
Based on the findings, the team developed a website (Appendix I) that provides the district
administrators with information and resources that can be used to address areas of concern. The first
page under this heading provides users with a justification for the use of Restorative Justice. The team
also included information that provides basic information about the Restorative Framework and
Restorative Justice as some of the teachers did not demonstrate a high level of understanding of the
practices. This information includes guidance on the differences between a traditional approach to
discipline and a restorative approach. Training for administrators was added due to the number of
teachers who made statements about the lack of support they had received from administrators.
Additional pages were created for parents, community support, and how to create a culture shift. The
information contained on these pages came from research-based and reputable sources that targeted
areas that were identified as needs based on participants’ responses. Each resource was carefully
selected to match the needs of the district, and the website was designed for ease of use. The website
can be found at the following location: https://www.kwarren169.wixsite.com/restorativejustice
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Website Development
When developing the website, the team first met with the administration of the school district to
assess their needs and determine the audience for the product. After completion of the study, the
researchers began compiling the website using tabs for each section of the final report. The
background of the problem, significance of the study, literature that was reviewed, and findings of the
study were presented on the website along with the resources that were collected based on the findings.
Resources include videos, research-based articles, scenarios, activities, parent and teacher guides, and
links to interactive assessments related to further understandings of Restorative Justice practices. The
team focused on using reliable, current resources related to Restorative Justice implementation that
aligned with the needs of the district identified through the study.
Once the site was fully developed, the team let professionals with research experience and
website development expertise use the website to test its functionality and give feedback on ease of use,
appearance, and whether it appeared to address the needs of the school district. Users were given a
brief survey to complete following their use of the website to aid the team in making any necessary
adjustments. After receiving the results, minor adjustments were made, and the website was launched
using a platform that can be turned over to the school district should they wish to maintain the site
long-term. The team took the opportunity to preview the website with selected dissertation committee
members and asked them to provide feedback. The district leadership and remaining committee
members will be provided access to the website and given the opportunity to provide feedback or ask
questions prior to use in the district. Responses will be used to help with adjustments needed to suit the
needs of the district. The website will be turned over to administrators following study completion.
Summary
Given the need for a response to the disproportionality of suspensions between student groups,
the development of an individualized tool that can be used at the leisure of both teachers and district
leadership will enhance the understandings and perceptions of the stakeholders as it relates to
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Restorative Justice. The specific recommendations to the district included future areas for professional
development, specific training videos, specific written materials, examples from other districts that
have already fully implemented Restorative Justice, and improving data collection to help the county
move forward with its initiative to implement Restorative Practices and the use of Restorative Justice in
discipline. The purpose of the website is to provide district leadership with the information needed to
plan for addressing district issues related to the disproportionality of suspensions. The use of this
resource will help the district’s teachers to develop common understandings and assist the merging
schools in adopting a relational, restorative school culture.
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Appendix A:
Key Definitions of Terms Related to Study
Zero tolerance policies. There are numerous key terms involved in the literature concerning
Restorative Practices. First, an understanding of zero tolerance is crucial. These policies are considered
to be ones that mandate specific, severe consequences for specified offenses regardless of the
circumstances (Curran, 2016). Zero tolerance policies became widespread during the 1990s in response
to the federal Gun-Free Schools Act of 1994 (GFSA). This act mandated that students be expelled for
bringing guns to school and was passed in response to an increase in school violence. One example of
zero tolerance might include expelling a student with no previous behavior record for one year for
bringing a knife to school.
School-to-Prison Pipeline. McNeal (2016) defined the school-to-prison pipeline as an
epidemic in which minorities and students living in poverty are funneled out of the public school
system into the juvenile and criminal justice system, effectively ending their access to equal education
opportunity. Minority students are disproportionately suspended or expelled for minor incidents and it
places them at a heavy disadvantage by taking them out of their learning environments. The farther
behind these students fall in their work, the more likely they are to end up being involved in the
criminal justice system.
Disproportionality. Zero tolerance policies often lead to a problem called disproportionality.
Rudd (2014) defines disproportionality as the much higher rate at which black students, particularly
males, receive out-of-school suspensions and expulsions when compared to white students. In a study
involving 72,000 schools, black students made up only 18% of the student body but accounted for 35%
of those students who had been suspended once, 46% of those who had been suspended more than
once, and 39% of all of the expulsions (Rudd,
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2014, p. 1). In 2010, more than 70% of the students who were referred to law enforcement or involved
in a school-related arrest, were black or Hispanic, and black students were three and a half times more
likely to be expelled or suspended than Caucasian students (Rudd, 2014, p.1).
Restorative Practices. Restorative Practice is a process that studies how to achieve social
discipline and build social capital through decision-making and participatory learning (Wachtel, 2017).
The process includes formal and informal practices that proactively create a sense of community and
relationships that take place before offenses and help prevent conflict. Overall, the methods are
intended to reduce bullying, crime, and violence, improve behavior, strengthen community, provide
leadership, restore relationships, and repair harm. Restorative Practices are founded in Restorative
Justice.
Restorative Justice. Restorative Justice is a decision-making process that calls for
collaboration between offenders, victims, and others who are attempting to hold the offenders
accountable (Karp & Sacks, 2014). This practice calls for the offenders to acknowledge and accept
responsibility for their wrongdoing, repair the harm they caused to the victims and communities to the
best of their abilities, and build positive social ties to the community to reduce the risk of reoffending.
Restorative Circles. These collaborative meetings are an approach to dealing with conflict and
unwanted behaviors that are facilitated between the harmed and the one who does the harm (Ortega et
al., 2016). Using the unwanted act as the gateway to conflict resolution, a meeting to help bring about
understanding and community building takes place. The portion that makes restorative circles different
than dialogue is the piece of reflection and restoration.
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Appendix D:
Teachers’ Understandings and Perceptions Survey Adapted from Burke (2013) & Okunade (2015)
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Appendix F:
Timeline for the Study
Date

Processes

August

IRB approval process

September

IRB Approval
Contact Principals
Introductory meeting at schools
Surveys Issued
Teachers randomly selected for interviews
Invitations for interviews sent

October

Survey reminders sent
Interview Teachers (2 days at each school)
Final reminder about survey
Contact administrators to send a final reminder about survey
Run quantitative analysis
Begin transcribing interviews

November

Finish transcribing interviews
Transcript summaries sent to participants
Begin Coding interviews
Conclude the Coding Process
Member checking

December

Thematic analysis
Begin website development
Begin writing final draft of results

January

Continue work on website
Continue the writing portion of research study

February

Continue refinement and pilot process for website
Submit draft for revisions

March

Make draft revisions
Finalize website
Finalize poster
Finalize presentation
Dissertation defense presentation

April

Make adjustment required by the Dissertation Committee from
the Defense Date on March 22nd by Chair provided Deadline

May

Graduation
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Appendix G:
Type of Analysis
Mixed Methods Concurrent Triangulation

Quantitative

Qualitative

Teacher Surveys (25 minimums at each of the two
middle schools)

Teacher Interviews (6 at each school)
– Transcribed via MAXQDA

Mann-Whitney

Values & Versus Coding

Spearman’s Rho

Thematic Analysis

Quantitative Product

Qualitative Product

Results sections written in paper format

Website with resources for multiple
stakeholder groups

Product(s) Timeline and Steps
November

December

January

February

March

QUAL – Review
coding and
uncover patterns
and themes

Begin the process of
establishing outline and
outline for website getting
input from district
leadership

Production of
website – First
draft due January
15th

First Edit –
February
14th
Final Edit –
March 1st

Final
Proposal
and Results

QUAN –
Correlate Data to
Qualitative
Findings
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Appendix I:
Innovative Product Screenshots
This appendix contains a few selected screenshots of the website. The website is located at:
https://www.kwarren169.wixsite.com/restorativejustice

The Home Page contains links directly to the survey from the study, the targeted solutions pages, and
all of the appendices and references.
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One of the pages offers a variety of sources that suggest reasons why schools should choose to use the
Restorative Framework rather than traditional approaches to discipline.
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The focus of another page is to ensure that all users have a basic understanding of Restorative Justice
and some of the common practices that should be implemented when using these methods. A variety of
resources are available on each page to include videos, handouts, scenarios, research, lesson plans, and
testimonies from people who have been a part of Restorative Justice in other areas.
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The page with information for parents will assist schools and parents in coming to a common
understanding as the district implements Restorative Justice. Helpful information from other parents
who have already had experience with Restorative Justice is included here.
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Resources for teachers include self-assessments, guides for strategies, videos, and scenarios.

