
Restorative Justice 
Implementation at the School 
Building Level: Reflections from 
Denver's North High School



If you heard that North 
was not going to use 
Restorative Practice, 
what would you do?

Restorative Practices 
are very present and 
strong at North. I 
would not come here 
if we did not have 
Restorative Practices.



Why 

Restorative 
Practice

Restorative 
Approach

Restorative 
Justice

 Traditional, punitive discipline policies and practices 
are ineffective, do not support students, and have a 
disproportionate impact on students of color

 Allows for students and families to build skills related 
to a situation and for life-Behaviors into learning 
opportunities

 Long-term investment

 Build community

 Healthy relationships



The Guide
What is Restorative Practice

Implementation Benchmarks

Roles

Common Challenges

Data 

Professional Development

Tools

http://educationvotes.nea.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Implementation-Guide-2017-FINAL.pdf

http://educationvotes.nea.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Implementation-Guide-2017-FINAL.pdf


History

Students 
focused on 

social aspect 
of school, 

not on 
intentional 

skill-building

Gangs = 
bullying, 
exclusion

Unsafe 
environment 
 fights

Cycled 
through 
school 
leaders

Ben Cairns

Padres 
Jovenes
Unidos



Core 
Components 
(p.5)

Invested 
Leadership

Staff Buy-In

Professional 
Development

Position Dedicated 
to Restorative 

Practice
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Where does 
your school 
lean towards 
more? (p.41)
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Punitive and 
Restoration 
will exist in 
tandem –
always start 
with 
Restoration 
(p.41)
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Myths and 
Realities (p.20)
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Questions

Language

Culture

Elvira Maria Bourtscheidt
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Restorative 
Questions 
(p.38)

What 
happened

Who was 
affected and 

how?

What part 
can you take 
responsibility 

for?

What can you 
do to make 

things right?
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Punitive 
Language

 Restorative questions are not commonly known or used by staff 
members

 The names of spaces in the building still reflect a punitive mindset: 
Suspension Room, Detention Room, etc.

 The names of interventions still reflect a punitive mindset: After-
School Detention, Lunch Detention, Saturday Detention

 Educators frequently use deficit language as opposed to asset 
language when discussing students

 Educators refer to students as “misbehaving,” being “bad” or 
“problematic,” or “in trouble”
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Restorative 
Language

 Restorative questions & affective statements (I feel...when…)are 
commonly known and used by all members of the school 
community, both in formal and informal spaces

 The names of spaces in the building reflect a restorative mindset: 
Peace Room, Restorative Office

 The names of interventions reflect a restorative mindset: After 
School Support or Intervention

 Educators use asset-based language when discussing students

 Educators discuss student behavior (as opposed to misbehavior) 
and students are told interventions are means of support, not a 
consequence of being “in trouble”

 Signage in the building promotes the use of restorative language
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Language

Punitive Restorative

• Emotional response to 
behavior

• Deficit-based language

• Accusatory, blaming, shaming 
language in response to 
student or adult behavior

• Names of spaces and 
interventions reflect 
punishments rather than 
supports

• Behavior is discussed in the 
context of “what rule is being 
broken?”

• Use of restorative 
questions/affective statements

• Asset-based language

• Inquiring, probing questions in 
response to student or adult 
behavior

• Names of spaces and interventions 
reflect supports rather than 
punishments

• Behavior is discussed in the context 
of “what is this communicating to 
us?”
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Punitive 
Culture

 Educators do not greet students in the hallways. They are not seen 
having restorative conversations in the hallways throughout the 
day.

 The tone and voice-levels of educators reflect a punitive and 
shaming environment.

 Educators are unable or unwilling to discuss the impact difference, 
power, and privilege has decision-making.

 Student reputations dictate how they are treated in school.

 The climate of the room in which students are sent from class in 
punitive.

 Students and their families, and sometimes educators, do not 
have voice in school policies and procedures.

 School leaders and educators focus primarily on “rule-following.” 
Rules are designed only with adult best interest in mind and not 
students or their families.
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Restorative 
Culture

 Educators greet students in the hallways. They are regularly seen 
having restorative conversations in the hallways. Community-
building is given high priority. 

 The tone, voice-levels, and words of educators reflect a caring and 
supportive environment.

 All members of the school community are comfortable discussing 
the impact difference, power, and privilege have on decision-
making and conflict.

 The room in which students are sent from class is designed to 
facilitate breaks and build social-emotional and conflict-resolution 
skills.

 Students, their families, and educators have voice in school 
policies and procedures, which are designed in response to 
student needs.

 Every day is a new day. Every class is a new class. 
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Culture

Punitive Restorative

• Tone and voice-levels of 
adult-student interactions 
suggest shame/blame

• Student reputations dictate 
treatment

• Little discussion of the 
impact of difference, power, 
and privilege 

• Little discussion of the 
impact of adult behavior

• Top-down decision making

• Rule-following

• Tone and voice-levels of adult-
student interactions suggest 
mutual respect

• Every day is a new opportunity

• Comfortably engage in 
conversations, especially those 
regarding difference, power, and 
privilege 

• Consistent discussion of the 
impact of adult behavior

• Consensus decision making

• Community-building
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Data (p.35)
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Data (p.35)
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Don’t Be 
Fooled

 Restorative dialogue is used, BUT:
 The intent is lecturing the student rather than inquiring about their 

behavior and impact

 Students have no input in the repair of harm

 The resolution is always an apology 

 Restorative practices are seen as something adults do TO 
students. 

 Students have little voice. 

 Adults do not consistently take responsibility for how their own 
behavior contributes to student behavior.

 Restorative practices are only used in response to behavior, not 
proactively.

 While difference, power, and privilege is occasionally discussed 
with staff, difference, power, and privilege is rarely discussed with 
students and their families.

 A space is labeled “Peace Room” but is used as a silent study hall 
room for suspended students.

Foundation Questions – Language – Culture Data North Outcomes Next Steps



What We Have 
Learned

It is not black and white, it is grey and that is 
OK!

Have to build EVERYONE’S Restorative 
Practice Toolbox

Must become a Restorative Culture, cannot 
just live on one team or with one person

Start small, with those who are invested

Hire staff with Restorative Practices in Mind
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Top Interview 
Questions for 
All Candidates

 What have you found to be the best way to build relationships 
with young people?  Your colleagues?

 What are the first three things you do if a student is being 
disruptive, disrespectful, or noncompliant?

 We are going to do a role play. You will facilitate a conversation 
between two individuals who got in an altercation with each other.
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Where is 
North at?

Positives Areas of Improvement

Restorative Dialogues Peer-led Mediation

Peace Circles Student Behavior Counsel 

Involving Families in the Moment Educate Families and Community

Conferencing with Students
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Outcomes: 
Student 
Satisfaction 
Survey
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Student 
Satisfaction

North 2015 District 2015 North 2018 District 2018

Discipline Overall 81% 81% 84.83% 83%

Consequences for 
bullying/ harassing

78% 77% 81.4% 79.8%

Consequences for 
students who break 
the rules

82% 84% 85.3% 84.1%

I know rules of my 
school

92% 92% 96.5% 93.6%

North 2017 District 2017 North 2018 District 2017

Discipline is 
consistent and fair

68.1% 75% 75.3% 74.6%



Outcomes: 
Suspensions
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2016-2017 2017-2018

9th Grade 66 44

10th Grade 38 16

11th Grade 10 7

12th Grade 18 3

Overall 132 70

47% 
Reduction



Outcomes: 
Restorative 
Practice Class

Foundation Questions – Language – Culture Data North Outcomes Next Steps

8 Students selected to be in the class

Led 2 circle workshop days for staff

Mediated conflict student to student and 
student to staff

Worked with Student Board of Education to 
revise discipline policies with more student 
voice



Highlights

 Start Small

 Intentionality

 Start with Restorative Practices

 Language Matters

 Be Data Driven

 It is messy and worth it

 Restorative is more important now than ever given 
messages being sent in politics and society!
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Next Steps

 What is the ONE THING you commit to thinking about 
or implementing?

 What are some other next steps you are thinking of?
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Questions and Answers


