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Abstract

Restorative justice principles have been lauded for their potential to decrease 
school-based disparities in discipline, especially owing to the disproportionately 
negative impact on minority students and students with disabilities. Despite high 
levels of financial investment, little remains known about the quality of restorative 
justice programmes or the specific mechanism by which restorativeness is embedded 
into these approaches. Using the Olson and Sarver (2021) Restorative Index as a 
validation tool, this study assesses the level of restorativeness of twelve school-based 
restorative justice programmes. These programmes were identified and included on 
the basis of the fact that they were implemented within a U.S. school, sought to 
address a specific student behaviour or set of student behaviours through a 
restorative practice, and were subject to at least one outcomes study available in an 
English language journal, thesis/dissertation or report. Findings indicate a mixed 
level of restorative quality between programmes, with outward engagement domains 
of restorativeness less likely to be evident in programmes when compared with more 
traditionally known elements of restorative justice. In addition, U.S.-based school 
restorative justice programmes continue to rely on discipline-oriented practices 
despite claims of change. We discuss implications for both the Restorative Index and 
the restorative justice discipline.
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1 Introduction

One need not look long to find places where restorative justice has been 
implemented. A search for ‘restorative justice programmes’ finds literature related 
to efforts in many of the disciplines that focus on the human condition, such as 
forensic mental health (Cook, 2019), education (Katic, Alba & Johnson, 2020), 
criminal justice (Clarke, Brown & Vollm, 2017), victimisation (Curtis-Fawley & 
Daly, 2005), human rights (Lokugamage & Pathberiya, 2017), family violence 
(Cripps & McGlade, 2008), war (Cooke, 2019) and reconciliation courts (Ishiyama 
& Laoye, 2016), from nearly all parts of the world. Reading the articles in this 
diverse literature leads to a somewhat confusing variety of descriptions, definitions 
and efforts within restorative justice.

Often these descriptions, definitions and efforts appear to contradict each 
other, leaving the reader asking,

how are these all restorative? Seemingly, one result of restorative justice’s 
global reach has been an abundance of ambiguities about whether programmes 
and strategies are restorative in action as well as description. (Umbreit & 
Armour, 2011; Wood & Suzuki, 2016)

Of particular difficulty is reconciling proactive and reactive definitions of restorative 
justice, especially in spaces where both whole system change is desired but punitive 
systems are still necessary. For instance, Mustian, Cervantes and Lee (2022) 
describe a whole school implementation effort where teachers and administration 
were focused on reducing school discipline issues, students were concerned with 
relationships, and the cultural origins of restorative justice were lacking from both 
initial training and project implementation. The contradictions in what restorative 
justice is and what it means can come from within the schools (Martinez, Villegas, 
Ayoub, Jensen & Miller, 2022) or from confusion from what schools do and what is 
reported to the public in the media (Vaandering & Reimer, 2019). Ultimately, much 
of the bureaucratic infrastructure seems ill-prepared for these dual goals, which 
can lead to inconsistency and watering down of objectives.

Resolving such ambiguities has been complicated by the inherent flexibility of 
restorative justice itself, often demonstrated by the maxim that restorative justice 
is whatever people need it to be. The resolution of ambiguities has also been 
complicated by the lack of an acceptable measure of restorativeness.

The latter is important because implementing and evaluating effective 
restorative justice strategies to improve the human condition requires several 
fundamental steps. Generally, these steps include problem identification, testing 
of theoretical propositions believed to explain or neutralise the causes of the 
problem, creating goals to resolve the problem, ensuring that strategy development 
and implementation are closely related to the theoretical propositions, and 
determining whether strategy goals are met (Mallicoat & Gardiner, 2014; Mears, 
2010). Without a measure of restorativeness, evaluators of restorative justice-based 
strategies are too often left unable to confirm restorative propositions, to ensure 
that development and implementation align with those propositions, to evaluate 
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short- and long-term outcomes. This state of uncertainty also leaves the field to 
question whether any one restorative justice strategy is similar to other strategies 
in its own discipline and to those in other disciplines. As such, uncertainties around 
comparisons of effective practices or lessons that can be learned along the way 
have become commonplace. As restorative justice has increased in its global reach, 
so too has it grown in these uncertainties. Because motivation and funding for 
initiation, continuation and expansion of restorative justice strategies are often 
dependent on demonstrating their effectiveness, these uncertainties place further 
growth of effective restorative justice strategies at risk.

To help clarify these uncertainties and to reduce these risks to restorative 
justice, Olson and Sarver (2021) created the Restorative Index. Based on their 
search of the restorative justice literature, the Restorative Index authors identified 
a total of nineteen elements common to the restorative justice literature throughout 
the world. They categorised these nineteen elements into two broad areas of a 
restorative justice strategy, Mission (five elements) and Implementation (twelve 
elements). In doing so, the authors hoped to guide restorative justice researchers, 
developers and administrators into using a consistent and complete set of 
restorative descriptions and terms. While the inherent flexibility of restorative 
justice allows for incorporation of a variety of strategies and languages, the ability 
to compare and/or pseudo-replicate programmes across cultures, systems and 
agencies can be enhanced by a consistent set of restorative descriptors and terms 
such as those in the Restorative Index. Olson and Sarver (2021) also presented 
their recommendations for using the Restorative Index to assess the restorativeness 
of restorative justice programmes and strategies, including a sample scoring of a 
restorative justice programme implemented within a U.S. school. The Restorative 
Index authors further recommended that those interested in restorative justice 
programme development, implementation and assessment begin their own 
assessments of the restorativeness of restorative justice programmes.

Taking up the recommendation for additional restorative assessments, the 
present article utilises the Restorative Index to assess the restorativeness of twelve 
American school projects purported to have foundations based firmly in restorative 
justice. The primary research question guiding our assessment was ‘how restorative 
are restorative justice programmes in American schools?’ First, we discuss why we 
chose American schools as a starting point for an assessment of restorativeness.

2 The restorative movement in American schools

Broadly, restorative justice practices in education are about nurturing relationships 
and ensuring that when there is harm caused by conflict, there is support for all 
involved as well as expectations of harm repair (Evans & Vanndering, 2016). 
However, Mustian et al. (2022) argue that restorative justice practices are 
retrofitted to a deeply ingrained school culture that is fundamentally antithetical 
to the core tenets of restorative justice. Woods and Stewart (2018) state that ‘most 
of the principles of restorative justice are part of human nature’ and as a formal 
practice developed as a ‘cultural approach to conflict resolution’ (85). Mustian and 
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colleagues (2022) support this by noting that restorative justice principles that are 
deeply ingrained in many Indigenous cultural approaches are often minimised or 
left out of the narrative altogether. Moreover, when there is a failure to understand 
the prevailing culture (within both the school and the broader social-political 
climate) students can be disempowered. In their research examining the utility of 
restorative justice practices and inclusivity within schools, Llewellyn and Parker 
(2018) specify the need to understand the unique identities of students and staff 
and how the processes of inclusion and exclusion along inequitable power relations 
impact the ways in which restorative justice practices are approached and 
understood. More broadly, the authors see restorative justice within the classroom 
as a lens through which students are able to engage in critical thinking, navigate 
difficult conversations and reflect on a broad range of diverse social issues (409).

With the expanded use of restorative justice practices across the United States 
(Martinez et al., 2022), it is only becoming increasingly more important to have 
consistency in the conceptualisation of what these strategies look like, how they 
are understood and how they are implemented. For instance, are restorative justice 
practices conceptualised similarly across whole school approaches? Are they similar 
across disciplinary approaches? Finding these answers requires studying restorative 
practices both within and across approaches. One disciplinary approach where 
restorative justice has been directly and heavily implemented within American 
schools is in addressing the school-to-prison pipeline.

2.1 The school-to-prison pipeline
In the 1980s and 1990s, American schools began to implement Zero Tolerance 
policies for disruptive and deviant student behaviours (Marsh, 2017). Under Zero 
Tolerance, school administrators were authorised to exclude students from school 
grounds for violations of established school codes of conduct. Often, these policies 
also required administrators to contact the police and file criminal or juvenile 
charges when excluding students from schools. As a result of Zero Tolerance 
policies, the number of students excluded from school in 2009-2010 reached one 
in nine, a 40 per cent increase in exclusion from 1972 to 1973, which translates 
into approximately 2,000,000 annual suspensions from American secondary 
schools (Kang-Brown, Trone, Fratello & Daftary-Kapur, 2013). These suspensions 
were not always for serious or violent behaviours. Students increasingly incurred 
exclusion for behaviours such as talking out in class, disrespect towards teachers, 
and tardiness (Fronius et al., 2019; Gonzalez, 2012).

As called for in Zero Tolerance policies, school referrals to the juvenile and 
criminal justice systems also increased. For instance, after implementation of Zero 
Tolerance policies, Gonzalez (2012) noted increases in juvenile referrals of 71 per 
cent in Denver, Colorado; 300 per cent in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; and 600 per 
cent in Clayton, Georgia. These increases in delinquency referrals were not 
accompanied by any noticeable increase in youthful offending in the communities 
outside of school (Kang-Brown et al., 2013). The pathway from school exclusion to 
justice system referral is not always direct. There is also an indirect pathway to 
justice system referral where school exclusion leads to circumstances such as 
disengagement from school, then to involvement in street crimes and then to 
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justice system referral. Whether direct or indirect, this pathway became known as 
the school-to-prison pipeline. Involvement in the school-to-prison pipeline is 
disproportionate for students depending on their races. Black/African American 
and Hispanic youths face the highest rates of both exclusion and referral to the 
justice system in the United States (Fronius et al., 2019; Gregory, Clawson, Davis & 
Gerewitz, 2016).

2.2 Restorative justice as a response to the school-to-prison pipeline
Growing awareness of the school-to-prison pipeline led school personnel as well as 
both federal and state governments to begin looking for alternatives to Zero 
Tolerance policies. Based on perceptions of its early successes in the American 
juvenile justice system and its use in a particular case of school violence in Australia, 
restorative justice arose as a contender to address behaviours and to reduce reliance 
on Zero Tolerance policies within American schools (Gonzalez, 2012; Marsh, 
2017). Schools might provide unique communities within which to implement 
restorative justice because the community can be clearly defined and because 
schools can take a long-term approach to restorative justice strategies with their 
students, staff and cultures (Gonzalez, 2012). Restorative efforts in American 
schools often focus on providing an alternative to exclusion for student behaviours, 
reducing racial disparities in punishments and building or repairing relationships 
between essential people1 in schools (Kohli, Montano & Fisher, 2019). As 
implemented in American schools, restorative justice strategies are often founded 
on two similar philosophical ideas. The first is the belief that students will respond 
better when teachers and administrators do things with them rather than for or to 
them (Wachtel, 2016). The second is the belief that students are valuable people 
who are to be honoured by school personnel instead of being controlled by 
administrators and police (Morrison & Vaandering, 2012). Thus, restorative justice 
practices within American schools are built on fundamental ideals of student 
engagement and inclusion, as opposed to the exclusion and control on which Zero 
Tolerance is built.

Recognising the potential for restorative justice to address these school issues, 
federal and state governments, as well as private organisations, began to fund 
initiatives to implement restorative justice in schools. For instance, in 
September 2014, the Children’s Defence Fund identified ten sources of potential 
funding to address school discipline or school safety (www.childrensdefense.org/
wp-content/uploads/2018/06/funding-school-discipline.pdf). These funding 
sources represented two private foundations and the U.S. Departments of 
Education, Justice, and Health and Human Services. Although in restorative justice 
specific amounts are not available, just one of these sources, the U.S. Department 
of Education’s School Climate Transformation Grant, awarded $36,192,603 in 
continuation grants the following year (www2.ed.gov/programs/schoolclimatelea/

1 Potential stakeholders, or essential people, in a school-based restorative justice programme include 
the person harmed, the person who harmed, family and/or support for these individuals, and 
members of the greater community, whether affiliated with the greater school-wide community or 
community at large.
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awards.html). It is not uncommon to see grant offers and awards exceeding 
$500,000USD per site at the state (e.g. NJDOE, 2021) and federal (e.g. Vincent & 
Girvan, 2017) level. With the help of such funding, restorative practices have found 
their way into American schools.

2.3 Evaluating success of school-based restorative justice programmes
Despite the growth of restorative practices in American schools, many questions 
remain about their efficacy. Few systematic reviews of restorative practices have 
been published to date. Even when published, these reviews only include a few 
programmes and offer scant detailed information about the actual restorative 
practices in place for those programmes. For instance, the most recently published 
systematic review of restorative practices in schools identified 34 peer-reviewed 
articles discussing restorative practices in schools, with only 23 of them occurring 
in the United States (Lodi, Perrella, Lepri, Scarpa & Patrizi, 2022). For inclusion in 
this systematic review, the restorative intervention needed to include a restorative 
practice facilitated by an outside expert, have essential people in the school trained 
in restorative practices, and had to include outside restorative justice experts as 
researchers. Likewise, Katic et al. (2020) were only able to find ten studies that fit 
their inclusion criteria when searching for programmes that met Zehr’s (2015) 
restorative justice elements, were implemented in a K-12 school, and assessed 
outcomes of the restorative practices. Eight of these studies were on U.S. 
programmes.

In the order of most to least common practices implemented, Lodi and 
colleagues (2022) found that schools used circles, conferences, peer-mediation, 
restorative conversations, mediation and community-building circles. In the same 
order, Katic and colleagues (2020) found that schools used circles, conferences and 
peer-mediation. Both systematic reviews reported that restorative practices were 
used variably in schools to address student discipline, bullying, aggression and 
attendance. Sometimes restorative practices were used to build or repair 
relationships. Implementations included school-wide efforts involving the entire 
school community and incident-based efforts involving the person harmed, the 
person who harmed or support people of those parties. Often, circles were used for 
minor incidents and relationship building, while conferences were more common 
for serious offences. Generally, outcomes of these restorative programmes were 
assessed for changes in school discipline, school climate and safety, conflict 
management, attendance, skills learned, academic achievement and/or racial 
disparities in discipline. While the studies found some overall positive outcomes, 
both systematic reviews noted concerns with the original studies for their 
descriptions of the restorative programmes, training of personnel, programme 
dosage and outcome measurement instruments.

In an examination of the different programmes included in these reviews, it 
becomes difficult to ascertain whether the included programmes were similar to 
each other in actual restorative philosophy and strategies. For instance, while each 
of the systematic reviews noted the use of circles, there is no clarification on 
whether the circles implemented in each study addressed similar concepts and 
elements of restorative justice. The lack of clarity has been echoed in what is 
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perhaps the largest current systematic review of school programmes in the world 
(Zakszeski & Rutherford, 2021) and in at least one qualitative review focusing on 
guiding educational leaders on restorative justice implementations (Gregory, 
Ward-Seidel & Cater, 2021). Importantly, it is also not limited to restorative justice 
research in education. Wong and colleagues (2016) noted encountering similar 
concerns when preparing for and conducting their own meta-analysis of restorative 
diversion programmes within juvenile justice.

This cloudy state of restorative justice research arises largely from three 
concerns. First, the flexibility of restorative justice inherently allows for the 
freedom of programme developers to envision and implement restorative elements 
in ways best suited to their environments and cultures. Because restorative justice 
seeks to shift responsibility for addressing community harms from the government 
to the people directly affected by those harms (baliga, 2021; Christie, 1977; Zehr, 
2015) and because its philosophy is implemented across many disciplines where 
humans rely on right relationships with each other (Gavrielides, 2008; Umbreit & 
Armour, 2011), it manifests as a wide array of ideas, practices and methodologies 
(Popa, 2012; Toews, 2006). Such individual or disciplinary perspectives on 
restorative justice philosophy are wholly appropriate but leave practitioners 
wondering if they are creating or implementing truly restorative programmes and 
leave research wondering if they are evaluating the same types of interventions or 
approaches (Bazemore, Ellis & Green, 2007; Bazemore & Green, 2007; Olson & 
Sarver, 2021; Roland, Rideout, Salinitri & Frey, 2012).

Second, systematic reviews often do not progress with the desire to discuss the 
restorative elements of programmes. Rather, they seek to collate information 
about the effectiveness of restorative strategies that are under way in each field, 
such as reducing crime in criminal justice (Latimer, Dowden & Muise, 2005), 
reducing racial or gender disparities in education (Fronius et al., 2019), or 
improving maternal input into birthing decisions (Lokugamage & Pathberiya, 
2017). Finally, until recently, there has not been an instrument available to 
systematically assess which restorative elements support restorative programmes. 
The end result of these concerns is that we cannot be certain that restorative 
programmes under review are consistent with each other in restorative approach, 
nor can we be sure that we are comparing or contrasting the restorative elements 
underlying each programme.

3 Parameters of the current study

The current study seeks to begin to clarify the ambiguity of restorative justice 
programming in American schools by asking ‘how restorative are American 
school-based restorative justice discipline programmes in their design?’ Answering 
this research question kept us focused on where these programmes start – that is, 
the mission and design – rather than on analysing the implementation or outcomes 
of the programmes.

Our efforts began with a conceptualisation of restorative justice as a philosophy 
focused on building right relationships with others and where attention is given to 

This article from The International Journal of Restorative Justice is published by Eleven international publishing and made available to anonieme bezoeker



Assessing the restorativeness of American school discipline programmes

The International Journal of Restorative Justice 2024 vol. 7(1) pp. 88-114
doi: 10.5553/TIJRJ.000158

95

preventing or responding to potential or actual harms to those relationships. As 
such, we view the practices arising from restorative justice philosophy as 
appropriate for both proactive and reactive uses. A proactive use would entail 
building or strengthening relationships among people, where a harm has not 
occurred to those relationships. Proactive restorative justice is also appropriate 
where a potential harm has been identified but has not yet been perpetrated. A 
reactive use of restorative justice would entail efforts to repair or transform 
relationships where one or more essential people have engaged in acts that harm 
others. Thus, our overall conception of restorative justice closely aligns with the 
most comprehensive view described by Olson and Sarver (2021).

However, for the current study, we chose to focus on reactive restorative justice 
programmes within American schools. We chose this focus for two important 
reasons. First, much of the current funding for school-based restorative justice in 
the United States has been applied to programmes that seek to disrupt the 
school-to-prison pipeline, resulting in a primary focus on addressing one or more 
disciplinary behaviours. Second, we wanted to be sure our comparisons of 
restorativeness were based on programmes with a similar mission. As described by 
the authors of the Restorative Index (Olson & Sarver, 2021), different missions can 
result in different possible overall scores. For instance, a whole school programme 
that seeks primarily to build relationships May not have an opportunity in its 
mission to directly address harms and needs. Thus, its potential Mission score 
would be reduced by 2. However, a reactive programme would be much more likely 
to focus on harms and needs in its Mission, exactly because it is reacting to a harm 
that has occurred. Further, where a reactive programme also addresses 
Relationships, it would logically be considered more restorative than a reactive 
programme that does not address Relationships, even though it seeks to address 
harms and needs.

We believe that assessing restorativeness in school environments using the 
Restorative Index is appropriate. When developing the Restorative Index, Olson 
and Sarver (2021) intentionally sought and analysed restorative justice literature 
from a wide array of international fields, including within education and schools. 
As evident in the original article, the ideas and findings of many of these authors 
are included in the final version of the Restorative Index. Further, in their own 
example of scoring using the Restorative Index, the authors chose a whole school 
implementation reported by Acosta and colleagues (2019). Because it is evident to 
us that the authors explicitly included school environments when creating and 
demonstrating their Restorative Index, including both proactive and reactive 
perspectives, we are confident about using it for assessing the restorativeness of 
school programmes herein.

Because starting at the beginning is important to programme evaluation, we 
were interested in first assessing what restorative justice elements school 
programmes intended to implement. Knowing the intended implementation 
elements is important because the intended implementation of an evidence-based 
practice should directly address the identified needs of each local school (USDOE, 
2016). Likewise, the intended elements should logically impact the anticipated 
outcomes of the chosen intervention (USDOE, 2016). If schools are following this 
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guidance from the U.S. Department of Education, knowing which restorative 
elements they choose for which needs will help shed light on their beliefs about 
how restorative justice elements can address and change factors such as differences 
in minority suspensions, overall exclusions regardless of race/ethnicity, violence, 
relationship repair or other concerns arising in the education of America’s youth. 
We were not concerned at this stage of research with whether or how schools 
implemented their chosen restorative justice elements or whether those elements 
effected any change in the school’s originally identified needs. We leave that 
question for future studies.

This is also the first attempt to qualitatively assess the philosophical and 
elemental foundations of restorative justice programmes in American schools 
using the Restorative Index (Olson & Sarver, 2021). The elemental foundations of 
the Restorative Index are captured in its scoring criteria, shown in Table 1. To this 
end, we were interested in assessing how each implementation would score on the 
Restorative Index and in gaining practical insights into the use and validity of the 
Restorative Index. We now turn to the methodology of the current study.

Table 1 The Restorative Index

Programme Mission Score

Mission (up to 8 points)
Harms: Within its mission, does the initiative 
 – identify the specific harms of an interpersonal offence (1 point),
 – identify the needs of the stakeholders resulting from the harms (1 point),
 – assign obligations for repairing those harms (1 point), and/or
 – engage the essential people in any of the above mechanisms (1 point)

Scoring Notes:
Relationships: Within its mission, does the initiative: 
 – work to build, equalise or rebuild interpersonal relationships by 

understanding and validating essential people’s values, norms and cultures (4 
points if ‘yes’)

Scoring Notes:
If no mission score, programme is not restoratively focused. Consider desire to 
move forward.

/8

Implementation

Inclusion (up to 3 points) 
 – Information: essential people provided with details of programme goals, 

strategies and expectations (1 point)
 – Opportunity: programme allows involvement by all interested essential 

people (1 point)
 – Voluntariness: participants free to choose/withdraw participation throughout 

programme (1 point)

 

/3
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Table 1 (Continued)
Programme Mission Score

Scoring Notes:
Encounter (up to 7 points) 
 – Respect & Safety: value essential people as people and provide for physical/

emotional safety (1 point)
 – Restorative Dialogue: dialogue encourages free and open communication 

about harms, needs, relationships (1 point)
 – Equality of parties: Encounter process and facilitators ensure that all voices 

and participants have equality in decision-making. No person makes a decision 
for another. (1 point)

 – Number of Essential People: assign 1 point for each essential person or 
group engaged in encounters; person harmed, person who harmed, family/
support group, community (up to 4 points)

Scoring Notes:

/7

Amends (up to 2 points) 
 – Apology: mechanism(s) for person who harmed to acknowledge responsibility 

for harm, offered to person harmed (1 point)
 – Restitution: mechanism for person who harmed to repair harms caused to 

person harmed (1 point)

Scoring Notes:

/2

Reintegration (up to 4 points) 
 – Acceptance of Person: mechanism to reduce/remove stigmatisation of harm 

from Encounter participants (1 point)
 – Safety: mechanism to rebalance power to person harmed and/or provide for 

physical & emotional safety of Encounter participants as they re-enter society (1 
point)

 – Competency Development: initiative offers essential people skill building 
and/or practice of skills (1 point)

 – Follow Through: mechanisms to monitor change, verify outcomes, assure 
accountability & restitution (1 point)

Scoring Notes:

/4

Transformation (up to 3 points) 
 – Programme Approach: incidental (1 point); corollary (2 points); or systemic 

(3 points) implementation

Scoring Notes:

/3

Total Score: 1-13 Low restorativeness 14-19 Moderate restorativeness 20+ High 
restorativeness

/27

4 Methodology

To determine the restorativeness of American school discipline programmes and to 
qualitatively assess the utility of the Restorative Index, we employed a form of 
subject specialist review similar to that used by Knoch (2014) in their aviation scale 
validation. As described there, subject specialist review assembles a group of people 
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with experience in a subject of interest. These subject specialists independently 
consider the material chosen for review and then rate the materials against the 
measurement instrument or scale. Because we saw our attempt to assess the 
restorativeness of programmes in American schools as an important first step in 
programme evaluation and because these programmes are often implemented to 
address a wide range of student behaviours, inclusion as a reviewer on our team 
required more than a passing knowledge in at least two of three areas of interest. 
These were restorative justice, evidence-based programme evaluation and 
school-based prevention/intervention programming. Ultimately, four reviewers 
comprised our team.

Included on this team were one of the developers of the Restorative Index 
(Olson). This reviewer has an extensive background in restorative justice both 
professionally and academically as well as recognised expertise in evidence-based 
programme evaluation. The second reviewer (Connell) has an extensive background 
in academic research related to the aetiology of youth violence and victimisation, 
as well as experience in conducting several evidence-based programme evaluations. 
The third reviewer (Barbieri) has a strong academic and professional background 
examining youth violence, school climate and adolescent behaviours broadly 
having worked in the K-12 school environment for several years. The fourth 
reviewer (Rodriguez) has professional experience working with high need youths, 
including youth who are justice involved. She is currently doing her doctoral 
studies, focusing on restorative justice practices and juvenile delinquency reform.

The team worked together to set inclusion criteria for programmes in this 
review. To be considered for inclusion, programmes would need to meet all selected 
criteria. The criteria were: programmes implemented within a U.S. school; 
programmes that explicitly implemented a restorative practice in an attempt to 
address specific student misconduct of various forms (acting out in class, tardiness, 
fighting, etc.); and programmes that were subject to at least one outcomes study 
available in an English language journal, thesis/dissertation or report. Where the 
article made it clear that different schools within the same district implemented 
the same restorative programmes, we considered the district’s efforts to be a single 
implementation and would score all reports as one.

Using our university library resources, Google Scholar, and the Internet, we 
conducted searches for different arrangements of the keywords restorative justice 
or restorative practices, school(s) and evaluation. Our initial search identified 24 
articles that discussed 16 different restorative justice implementations in schools. 
As we read and scored these programmes, we eliminated four owing to their failure 
to identify specific restorative justice elements within their programmes or because 
they also evaluated programmes outside of the United States. Our final review 
consists of twelve unique restorative justice-based programmes within U.S. schools, 
presented in Table 2. These criteria were consistent with the approach of that of 
Katic et al. (2020) in their systematic review, although the current project did 
eliminate one study from review because there was not enough information to 
determine what programme was implemented. This overlap not only demonstrates 
the small number of meaningful restorative justice programmes available in the 
literature for review, despite the influx of funding, but also lends context to Katic 
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et al.’s (2020) findings of support (or lack thereof) for restorative justice 
programming.

Prior to individual review of programmes, all team members read the original 
Restorative Index (Olson & Sarver, 2021). The team member who was a co-author 
of the Restorative Index then trained the other three reviewers on the Restorative 
Index elements and the current team practised scoring against the programme 
(Acosta et al., 2019) scored in the original Restorative Index publication. The team 
then piloted individual scoring of two separate programmes and held a consensus 
meeting immediately after scoring each one. During the consensus meetings, we 
discussed concerns arising in the reviews, clarified expectations for scoring, 
discussed our independent scores and then worked to reach a consensus score for 
each programme. After these first two meetings, we then began independent 
reviewing and scoring of four programmes at a time and held consensus meetings 
for each set of four programmes approximately two months apart. At least three 
reviewers read and scored each programme. All published information about each 
programme was included in the scoring materials; in some cases, there were two or 
more manuscripts pertaining to a specific programme, so they were combined for 
more accurate results. Reviewers used the Restorative Index scoring instrument to 
note whether they believed the programmes intended to implement each element 
of the Restorative Index.
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5 Findings

5.1 Levels of restorativeness
A total of twelve programmes were chosen for scoring and validation. First, we 
discuss the absolute scores on the Restorative Index for each programme and 
describe the general findings around restorativeness of school-based restorative 
justice programmes. Next, we describe the process of Index validation and the 
challenges faced by the team throughout the validation process. Finally, we discuss 
ways in which the Restorative Index can be adapted in future iterations to address 
these concerns.

Throughout coding, the absence of the description of a component of one of 
the domains was coded as a 0. It should be noted, however, that this is not 
necessarily indicative that the component was not present in the actual 
implementation of the restorative justice programme under review. It can mean 
either that the programme did not implement this component or that the 
programme did not describe the component (at least not in sufficient detail to be 
appropriately considered).

There was a great deal of variation between restorativeness scores among the 
programmes. Total programme scores ranged from 7 to 26, out of a possible score 
of 27 on the Restorative Index. The average score was 16 (sd = 5.87; median = 15.5). 
Table 3 presents reconciled scores for each element of the Restorative Index and 
the reconciled total restorativeness score for each programme.
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Mission: On average, programmes received a score of 6 (of 8) on the components of 
the Mission domain. Programmes were most likely to mention the importance of 
identifying specific harms (11/12 programmes), followed by assigning obligations 
to those who were responsible for harms (10/12 programmes) [e.g. having 
offending students answer questions such as ‘what do you think needs to happen 
to make things right?’ (Gregory et al., 2016)]. In addition, most programmes (9/12) 
made mention of the engagement of specific stakeholders in the process. The 
fewest programmes (8/12) identified the needs resulting from the harms [e.g. 
asking students questions such as ‘who has been affected by what you did?’ or ‘how 
has this affected you and others’ (Gregory et al., 2016) and what could be done to 
repair the harm (Schotland et al., 2016)]. Similarly, only 9 (out of 12) programmes 
explicitly described the need to build (or rebuild) relationships damaged by the 
harm. There is discussion within the original Restorative Index (Olson & Sarver, 
2021) calling for pause and further consideration as to whether programmes are 
restorative when they do not explicitly address harms, needs, obligations, 
engagements or the (re)building of relationships within their missions. All twelve 
of our identified programmes explicitly addressed at least one of the mission 
elements and were retained for further coding.

Inclusion: On average, programmes received a score of 1.67 (of 3) on the 
components of the Inclusion domain. Programmes were most likely (9/12) to 
identify the opportunities for all stakeholders to engage in the restorative process. 
Half of the programmes (6/12) provided explicit information to essential people or 
the general community members about goals, strategies and expectations either 
prior to their involvement in the programme or on an ongoing basis once they were 
involved. Very few (4/12) programmes were voluntary in nature, where the 
individuals involved (whether they be offenders or victims) could decide their level 
of participation in the restorative justice process.

Encounter: On average, programmes received a score of 4.33 (out of 7) on the 
components of the Encounter domain. Programmes were most likely to identify 
the use of Restorative Dialogue (9/12) to encourage free and open communication. 
While only 5 (of 12) programmes explicitly identified how respect and safety were 
implemented to support physical and emotional safety, only 4 described if/how 
equality of the parties was supported throughout the process. Each programme 
also had the potential to involve up to 4 essential people or groups (person harmed, 
person who harmed, family/support persons, community members) in the process. 
On average, programmes involved approximately 3 people (2.8), with a range of no 
stakeholder involvement identified to all 4 stakeholder groups involved.

Amends: On average, programmes received a score of 1 (out of 2) on the 
components of the Amends domain. The majority of the programmes (8/12) 
described a mechanism of repair of harm through restitution. What was less 
common, however, was whether these programmes (4/12) offered a path to a 
formal acknowledgement of and/or apology for the harms caused. For example, 
DeWitt and DeWitt (2012) discussed a personal action plan required of the student 
participants that included a presentation to their peers on the consequences 
associated with hazing, as well as a community service requirement of 20 hours to 
compensate for the associated tax dollars expended as part of the hazing incidents.
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Reintegration: On average, programmes received a score of 1 (out of 3) on the 
components of the Reintegration domain. Least common were indicators of a 
mechanism to rebalance harm (2/12) for the injured individual’s physical and 
emotional safety. Programmes were equally likely to describe mechanisms to 
reduce/remove stigma of harm from the encounter and include components of 
competency development to support skill building and increase practice, either 
directly as a result of an individual’s participation in the encounter or as part of the 
overall programme (4/12). One-third of the programmes (4/12) implemented 
follow-up procedures to ensure compliance with agreements (or where necessary, 
increased engagement with sanctions) after the encounter.

Transformation: Transformation scores were based on the level of systemic 
change attempted by the restorative justice programme. While the overarching 
goal of restorative justice is to create high levels of social change, we acknowledge 
that not all restorative justice programmes are in the position to strive for this 
goal. The majority of programmes (8/12) were scored as a 2 (attempting corollary 
change). Only one programme scored the highest score of 3 on transformation 
(attempting system, school-wide change).

5.2 Validation issues
Beyond individually scoring each construct within the six domains for the twelve 
programmes, this validation included close contact between reviewers to ensure 
both reliability and validity between scores. Of particular interest was whether 
difficulties in scoring were related to the need for further clarification on the part 
of the Restorative Index or whether difficulties in scoring were related to the ways 
in which programme evaluators and developers described school-based restorative 
justice programmes. It will surely come as no surprise to readers of systematic 
evaluations and meta-analyses that published works do not always include the 
same sets of information, adding challenges to endeavours such as these.

While in general, reviewers were in high agreement for all domains, three 
constructs stood out for their lack of straightforward agreement: Information 
(Inclusion); Number of Essential People (Encounter); and Transformation. These 
three constructs, while in separate domains, do exhibit a similar thread in that they 
are directly related to the ways that programmes describe outward and 
community-focused engagement. We describe each construct next, including 
specific difficulties around coding agreement issues.

Information: As part of the Inclusion domain, coders rated how well the 
programme engaged stakeholders by providing details about programme goals, 
strategies and expectations. The intention is to understand the level of true 
community engagement throughout the process of restorative justice 
implementation. Just over half (60 per cent) of the programmes included this 
information (see Table 2). Of interest here is the amount of difficulty reviewers had 
when finding and interpreting details about distribution of programme information 
to stakeholders in the published studies. In only two programmes (Anyon et al., 
2014, 2016; Carroll, 2017; Gattuso, 2016) was there unanimous reviewer 
agreement about the presence (or absence) of information dissemination in 
programme descriptions. At least three out of four reviewers agreed on the scoring 
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of information in only 75 per cent of the cases, in stark contrast to the majority of 
the other domains.

Confusion generally occurred because programmes did not explicitly discuss 
the ways in which information was given to the community, nor did they speak to 
the community information at various times throughout the process. Examples of 
the ways that the community was informed about the implementation of the new 
restorative justice initiatives among the programmes included community 
meetings, group/school assemblies and information campaigns to members of the 
school community (e.g. parents). Some programmes discussed district and/or 
school management-level information campaigns, often targeted towards teachers 
and other academic staff, but did not clearly articulate how students were informed 
and engaged in the process. After considerable consultation among reviewers, 
information was coded as available if the key stakeholders (i.e. students and 
teachers) were directly informed about the implementation of a new restorative 
justice disciplinary practice.

Number of Essential People: Each programme received a score for the number of 
stakeholders engaged in the restorative justice process. Potential stakeholders 
include the person harmed, the person who harmed, family and/or support for 
these individuals, and members of the greater community, whether affiliated with 
the greater school-wide community or community at large. In only three 
programmes were reviewers unanimous on the number of stakeholders involved in 
the restorative justice process. In just over half (58%) of the programmes were 
three out of four reviewers able to come to an agreement on the number of 
stakeholders engaged in the process. Complications in determining stakeholders 
generally centred on the level of engagement that individuals outside of the 
immediate transgression (anyone who was not the person harmed or the person 
who has harmed) had with the process. Teachers, for example, could be the person 
harmed, the person who has harmed or the support for one of the parties. Other 
members of the school community could be considered persons harmed or support 
for parties. Additional confusion was evident when members of the community 
were given information about the restorative justice process but there was no 
discussion about whether they were engaged in actual encounters.

Transformation: In line with difficulties interpreting programme 
implementation around areas of stakeholder engagement were difficulties in 
determining the level of desired transformation expected of the new restorative 
justice disciplinary practices. In only two of the programmes was initial unanimity 
reached; initial coding scores only mustered agreement of three out of four 
reviewers in half (50 per cent) of the programmes. In both cases of perfect 
agreement, the programme was given a score of 1 on transformation (incidental). 
Confusion over corollary versus systemic transformation generally stemmed 
around the lack of clarity about programme goals versus generally described 
restorative justice principles within programme descriptions. Many programmes 
recognised the goals of systemic change inherent in restorative justice approaches 
but did not describe their own processes in enough detail to determine whether 
that particular programme was attempting whole school and/or whole system 

This article from The International Journal of Restorative Justice is published by Eleven international publishing and made available to anonieme bezoeker



The International Journal of Restorative Justice 2024 vol. 7(1) pp. 88-114
doi: 10.5553/TIJRJ.000158

108

Jeremy Olson, Nadine M. Connell, Nina Barbieri and Diana Rodriguez

restorative justice change or was merely integrating restorative justice options into 
traditional disciplinary practices.

6 Discussions

Best practices in the design and implementation of evidence-based interventions 
call for programmes to clearly identify the theory on which they are built and to 
connect that theory to each activity, service or operation leading to an expected 
outcome (Mallicoat & Gardiner, 2014; Mears, 2010). This is an important part of 
the logic model as it allows evaluators to determine whether the propositions of a 
strong theory were properly designed into the activities of an intervention, 
whether those activities were engaged by the participants, whether the activities 
then led to changes, and whether those changes were expected based on the stated 
theory. Evaluators’ efforts to assess the fidelity of interventions are hindered when 
they cannot determine who the intended participants of restorative interventions 
were and whether those participants were informed of the programme expectations. 
Likewise, their ability to assess outcomes are reduced when they are unclear 
whether the interventions hope to support, divert from or replace traditional 
exclusionary discipline. We recommend that future writings, whether they discuss 
existing and yet-to-be-developed programmes, include pertinent details on all the 
developers’ intended restorative elements.

The Restorative Index can aid that end by giving programme developers a 
strong foundation on which to build and report their restorative efforts. Once 
programmes are framed within the elements of the Restorative Index, evaluators 
and funders can use the same instrument to assess the fidelity of implementations, 
the strength of outcomes and the utility of the interventions. In doing so, it will be 
important for evaluators to ensure that they are weighing the programmes against 
the restorative elements outlined by developers. Assessing programmes within 
their described set of restorative elements will also help to avoid penalising them 
for not being ‘restorative enough’ as May be the case when they are weighed against 
other efforts that aim to include more, or more diverse, restorative elements.

On the other hand, the Restorative Index can help uncover instances of 
restorative co-option by helping to identify programmes that integrate restorative 
terminology without restorative practices. For example, we reviewed a programme 
implemented within alternative schools in California (Carroll, 2017; Gattuso, 
2016). In this instance, the programme claimed to be a restorative justice–like 
implementation of other established programmes (STRIVE, Urban Essentials 101, 
and Discipline That Restores). As we progressed through scoring, we uncovered a 
programme that was being called restorative but that included very limited actual 
restorative practices. In fact, it appeared to us that the totality of restorative 
practices was a disciplinary form given to students as they entered in-school 
suspension after committing an act against school policy. This form included 
language of restorative dialogue; however no student answers were processed with 
the students themselves, nor were they offered to, or read, by any other essential 
people. When we weighed this implementation against the Restorative Index, it 
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scored 11 of 27 (Low Restorativeness), despite claims otherwise within the 
programme itself.

7 Conclusion

The aim of this work was to assess the mission and design of restorative justice 
programmes in American schools while also qualitatively assessing the elements of 
the Restorative Index (Olson & Sarver, 2021). Our search of the literature found 
twelve programmes that sought to address a specific student behaviour or set of 
student behaviours through a restorative practice and that were subject to at least 
one published peer-review outcomes study in an English language journal or where 
a programme evaluation was part of a thesis or dissertation. We then piloted the 
scoring process before undertaking individual scoring of programmes.

On reconciling our individual scores, we agreed that designers of these 
U.S.-based school programmes most often envisioned a corollary and simultaneous 
existence with western punitive discipline where students could be diverted from 
exclusionary discipline if they participated in at least one restorative practice. On 
overall restorativeness, these programmes ranged from 7 (low restorativeness) to 
26 (high restorativeness). Within individual domains of the Restorative Index, we 
found that these programmes were largely designed with a restorative Mission and 
that they appeared to consider more than 50 per cent of the Inclusion and Encounter 
elements. However, programmes faltered in designing in elements of Amends and 
Reintegration, with 50 per cent or less of these elements explicitly discussed.

We enjoyed high agreement between reviewers within five of the six main 
domains of the Restorative Index, the exception being Transformation. We also 
noted a lack of consistent reviewer agreement within two of the individual elements 
in two domains. These were Information (Inclusion domain) and Number of Essential 
People (Encounter domain). In all three of these areas, reviewer confusion arose in 
interpreting how the evaluation authors described their programmes to internal 
and external stakeholders. Where confusion was high, we most often saw that 
programmes appropriately described the general restorative justice principles 
around these elements but then failed to discuss whether and how these principles 
were incorporated into their specific approach and strategy. In other words, authors 
consistently acknowledged awareness of important restorative principles but did 
not detail their planned implementation into programmes.

Taking up the recommendation for additional restorative assessments, we 
trained reviewers in reading and understanding the Restorative Index (Olson & 
Sarver, 2021). We then used the Restorative Index to assess the restorativeness of 
twelve American school projects purported to have foundations based firmly in 
restorative justice. The primary research question guiding our assessment was 
‘how restorative are restorative justice programmes in American schools?’ On 
reconciling individual scores to group scores, we found that the twelve programmes 
scored equally (four each) in categories of ‘High Restorativeness’, ‘Moderate 
Restorativeness’, and ‘Low Restorativeness’. In addition to natural fluctuations 
between programme efforts at restoration, we found that programmes varied in 
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scores because of consistent gaps in their restorative descriptions and, to a lesser 
degree, because of possible co-option of restorative justice.

As existing restorative justice-based programmes move forward, we suggest 
they review their literature and design to ensure that they have both integrated 
and described the restorative elements they hoped to build within their 
programmes. As new programmes come to development, we suggest that 
developers carefully consider the restorative elements that would best fit their 
needs and then build those elements into their intervention designs in a way that 
they can clearly explicate where the elements live within the programme. With 
attention to those elements, evaluators and funders can make better determinations 
of fidelity and outcomes for restorative efforts. We believe that using the Restorative 
Index as a basis for programme development, revision and assessment can address 
these important focal points.
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