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ABSTRACT 

Linda Watkins: How a School Leader’s Knowledge and Experiences Influence the Use of 

Restorative Practices in Lieu of Exclusionary Methods  

.  Many school leaders with decision-making authority over discipline have been 

historically traditional in their approach to misbehavior with the default consequences involving 

classroom removals and the wide-spread use of zero-tolerance policies (Skiba et al., 2014; Skiba, 

2015). Unintended negative consequences have emerged as a result of these ineffective policies 

(Costenbader & Markson, 1998; Curan, 2016; Skiba et al., 2014; Skiba, 2015). Some building 

leaders have evolved over time to the use of restorative practices in lieu of traditional 

consequences (Skiba & Losen, 2015; Zehr & Gohar, 2003). The problem is that emerging data 

and success stories from the use of restorative practices around the world have not been enough 

to encourage or increase the speed at which resistant school administrators have made this shift. 

The factor that is not well-identified in literature is what the characteristics are of leaders who do 

choose to embrace and sustain restorative practices. Since building leaders are the front-line 

decision-makers with discipline, the personal experiences and professional development 

opportunities they have been provided could have the potential to be critical factors when it 

comes to supporting students punitively or in a restorative manner. 

The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences and knowledge that inform the 

decision-making of school administrators who uphold restorative practices in their schools.  

The questions that guided my study are: 

1. What knowledge and experiences shaped P-12 building administrators’ commitment to 

restorative practices?  
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a. How does knowledge of constructs such as Adverse Childhood Experiences 

(ACEs) contribute to their commitment to restorative practices?  

2. How does a school leader’s lens change over time when it comes to approaching school 

discipline?  

This general qualitative study identified nine building leaders who have made the shift to 

using restorative practices for non-expellable offenses as defined by the district code of conduct, 

and the individual building leaders were selected to participate in semi-structured, open-ended 

interviews. Lederach’s Conflict Transformation Theory (2003) framed the study, explaining that 

conflict is a natural part of life.  Human beings naturally bring a variety of life experiences and 

“lenses” to situations, and they grow and change over time.  

The four (4) overarching themes identified were: (1) Importance of Professional 

Development for Leaders, (2) Shift in Leader’s Thinking to Student-Centered, (3) Understanding 

of Importance of Time, and (4) Commitment Driven by Positive Outcomes.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

There has been a long history of traditional discipline used within public schools. Often 

the fallback punitive consequences assigned for problem behaviors are exclusionary methods of 

some kind, including suspensions and expulsions (Skiba et al., 2014). In the 1980s, school 

leaders across the country began implementing zero-tolerance policies within the school setting 

in an effort to create safer school environments (Curran, 2016; Skiba, 2015). The thought was 

that they would put fear in students and draw a hard line no matter the size of the offenses, which 

would encourage the behavior they wanted to see from students. It was based on the “broken-

window theory” (Kelling & Wilson, 1982) from the criminal justice world believing in the 

importance of fixing the little things to remind the community of what is expected and inspected 

(Skiba, 2015).  Instead, they created a pattern that is often referred to as the school-to-prison 

pipeline with more students receiving suspensions and expulsions and going on to get arrested 

than ever before, causing them to enter the criminal justice system far too young (Skiba et al.,  

2014; Skiba, 2015). The zero-tolerance policies pushed higher numbers of students out of school, 

increased gaps in academics, and created a group of displaced students dropping out of school at 

higher rates (Curan, 2016; Marchbanks, et al., 2015; Skiba et al., 2014). What is most concerning 

about these wide-spread policy changes is that there is no evidence that zero-tolerance policies 

are effective, cause any positive change in behavior or increase safety in schools (Skiba, 2015).  

In fact, it is clear based on literature over the last decade that the zero-tolerance movement was 

an ineffective attempt with numerous unintended life consequences for students (Costenbader & 

Markson, 1998; Curan, 2016; Skiba, 2015). The concept of the school-to-prison pipeline (Skiba 

et al., 2014) was created specifically because of the staggering statistics of students, particularly 
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minorities, who do not go on to become productive members of the community after their 

punitive consequences in school, and instead enter the criminal justice system (Skiba, 2015). 

These concerning practices are impactful for many students, but based on disciplinary data, the 

groups most at-risk are African-American and Latino students, students with disabilities, and 

students who are part of the LGBTQIA community (Hashim, Strunk & Dhaliwal, 2018; Skiba & 

Losen, 2015). The “frequent flyers” with higher numbers of office referrals are not supported 

well by these traditional, punitive consequences which do not modify or teach acceptable 

behavior (Curran, 2016; Raffaele Mendez & Knoff, 2003). In fact, exclusionary removals have 

the opposite effect of what is intended by actually increasing the likelihood of continued 

disciplinary concerns when used repeatedly with students (Bowditch, 1993; Costenbader & 

Markson, 1998; Skiba et al., 2014). 

This continued struggle has many leaders searching for new and innovative ways to 

approach problem behaviors. As a result, the use of restorative practices, which are borrowed 

from the restorative justice concept in the criminal justice field (Skiba & Losen, 2015; Zehr & 

Gohar, 2003), have surged in schools around the country. Restorative practices frequently 

replace traditional disciplinary methods by bringing the participants together to facilitate a 

structured discussion about the situation of concern. Some of the benefits of restorative practices 

include: the opportunity for the victim to have a voice, the chance for the offender to repair the 

harm that has been caused, and an overall sense of community building and healing (Mayworm 

et al., 2016; Pavelka O’Brien, 2007).  

Problem Statement 

Although there have been affirmative data emerging about the use of restorative practices 

indicating increased positive relationships, improved culture and community, and overall 
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decreased suspension rates; schools still vary greatly with how and when it is used (Lustick, 

2017; Mayworm, et al., 2016). Some leaders have committed to this philosophy with fidelity and 

have revamped the way they handle discipline on a daily basis, but others have chosen to 

maintain the use of traditional, exclusionary methods and continue using punitive consequences 

as the most common response to misbehavior (Reed et al., 2020). The factor that is not well-

identified in literature is what the characteristics are of leaders who choose to embrace 

restorative practices. Building administrators are the ones on the front lines making the 

decisions, but it is unknown how or why they decide whether to use restorative practices or 

exclusionary consequences. Taking it a step further, the personal knowledge of building 

administrators, such as an understanding of the landmark study about long-term effects of 

adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and the impact of trauma, have not been considered or 

researched (Felitti et al., 1998). The personal experiences and professional development 

opportunities an administrator has been provided could have the potential to be critical factors in 

their decision-making when it comes to supporting students punitively or in a restorative manner. 

Background 

 Restorative practices originated as restorative justice primarily used with offenders in 

criminal justice systems. The terms restorative practices, restorative justice and restorative 

discipline are often used interchangeably (Song & Swearer, 2016). All of the terms refer to the 

practice of bringing those who did the harm and those who were harmed together to 

communicate about the incident that occurred. The purpose is to talk about what happened in an 

attempt to rebuild community rather than simply removing the offenders from the setting without 

providing an understanding of the situation, why it was harmful, and replacement behaviors. 

These concepts have been adapted into the school setting and used with students who have 
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caused harm in an effort to rebuild and strengthen the school community. The key to the success 

of this process is to “engage rather than exclude, those who misbehave in schools” (Mayworm, et 

al., 2016, p. 385). Perhaps most importantly the group determines what the offender who caused 

the harm can do to rebuild and make amends for what happened (Gregory, et al., 2016; Kline, 

2016; McClusky, et al., 2008).  A goal of restorative justice is balancing the needs of both sides 

involved, and “active participation” is imperative for maximum effectiveness (Pelavka O’Brien, 

2007). When individuals are directly involved, they are more invested in the process and the 

outcomes (Davidson, 2014).  

Another important piece of restorative practices is the use of preventative measures on a 

daily basis within schools. Teachers do this in various ways, such as morning meetings, circles, 

small groups, etc. It builds a sense of community within the student body which promotes the 

effectiveness of restorative justice when it becomes necessary (Kline, 2016; McClusky, et al., 

2008; Rodman, 2007). Making restorative practices part of the culture of the entire school 

building is the best way to see maximum impact (Drewery, 2013). Students are already 

comfortable and familiar with the format and how to effectively express themselves in a formal 

restorative circle situation. The format also lends itself to inclusiveness for students because it 

has the potential to give voice to all students regardless of race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, 

etc. When implemented well, it allows students to express themselves individually and allows for 

uniqueness and diversity (Mayworm, et al., 2016).  

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences and knowledge that inform the 

decision-making of school administrators who uphold restorative practices in their schools.  

The questions that guided my study are: 
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1. What knowledge and experiences shaped P-12 building administrators’ commitment to 

restorative practices?  

a. How does knowledge of constructs such as Adverse Childhood Experiences 

(ACEs) contribute to their commitment to restorative practices?  

2. How does a school leader’s lens change over time when it comes to approaching school 

discipline?  

This study identified building leaders who have made the shift to using restorative practices for 

non-expellable offenses as defined by the district code of conduct, and the individual building 

leaders were selected to participate in interviews.  

Significance of Study 

This study is significant because it focuses solely on P-12 building leaders and the 

important role they have holding the power and making decisions about discipline (Puckett et al., 

2019). Previous studies conducted have focused more on whether or not restorative practices are 

successful based on input from teachers, student outcomes, and discipline data, but they have 

remained silent on the key individuals who are on the front lines determining when restorative 

practices are used and for what offenses (Mayworm et al., 2016; Song & Swearer, 2016; 

Vaandering, 2014). Building leaders typically have a school or district code of conduct to guide 

them, but within that there is some level of autonomy allowing them to remain traditional with 

consequences or to think outside the box with a restorative option. Additionally, their level of 

commitment varies, so this study brings in their knowledge, experiences and understanding of 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and the impact of trauma in an effort to understand 

whether or not they contribute to the decision-making of the leaders. This study adds to the 

research on this topic by focusing on a different aspect than previously studied and examining 
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the influence of the knowledge of the building administrators interviewed. It also applies 

Lederach’s Conflict Transformation Theory (Lederach, 2003), which originated and has been 

traditionally used in global peace initiatives, to the school setting. Interviewing a variety of 

leaders provided an opportunity to consider restorative practices from each administrator’s lens 

and life experience and to learn more about how each leader’s knowledge shaped their 

perspective about school discipline. 

Theoretical Framework  

To frame this study, I am using Lederach’s Conflict Transformation Theory (2003), 

which explains that conflict is a natural part of life.  Human beings naturally bring a variety of 

life experiences and “lenses” to situations, and they grow and change over time. As one lens 

moves into focus, the other lenses become blurry, although they are still present. I am connecting 

this to how leaders have their own life lenses they bring to school each day, and I am wondering 

if those lenses are associated with how they approach school discipline and how those lenses 

influence their ability to lead others through conflict resolution strategies, such as restorative 

circles. Since leaders have multiple lenses based on their personal backgrounds as well as 

professional training and experience, it is unknown which lens tends to be the one in focus when 

dealing with troubled youth in the school setting. Lederach explains that conflict transformation 

“is a way of looking as well as seeing” (Lederach, 2003, p. 6). Individuals can “look” at the issue 

by identifying what has occurred, but in order to “see” what has really happened, they must be 

able to dig deeper to determine the root cause. 

Delimitations 

 This study was conducted between March, 2021 and April, 2021. The virtual interviews 

took place with building leaders from a large urban school district in a midwestern city. The 
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sample of the study was a group of building administrators who are responsible for disciplinary 

decisions in their respective schools. Administrators were identified through purposeful 

sampling, and the criteria used was that they have “made the shift” to actively using restorative 

practices in lieu of punitive, exclusionary methods in their school building for situations 

involving non-expellable offenses as determined by the district’s code of conduct.  

Definition of Terms  

 These key terms are defined within the context of the research study: 

Restorative practices. A community approach to building relationships and seeking 

social justice when wrong has occurred. Restorative practices involve informal community 

interactions such as: circles, family meetings, small groups, etc. on a consistent basis and formal 

restorative circles or meetings for larger situations to give the person who was harmed and the 

person who did the harming the opportunity to speak in a controlled environment with 

appropriate stakeholders involved. The concept of restorative justice in schools actually comes 

from the criminal justice field (Gregory, et al., 2016; Kline, 2016; McClusky, et al., 2008).  

School-to-prison pipeline. When students are arrested in school and consistently given 

classroom removals as a consequence, they have a much higher chance of going on to enter the 

criminal justice system outside of school as well (Skiba et al., 2014; Skiba, 2015).  

Zero-tolerance policy. These discipline policies gained traction in the 1980s and 1990s in 

an attempt to take a tough stance with students in order to encourage other students to follow the 

rules (Curran, 2016; Skiba, 2015). Many students were suspended and expelled from school 

based solely on fact that there was zero-tolerance for misbehavior, but there was no positive data 

showing that these policies were effective or changing behavior at all (Marchbanks, et al., 2015; 

Skiba et al., 2014).  
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Disproportionality. This refers to the overrepresentation of specific subgroups of students 

in disciplinary data. For example, nationally African-American males receive significantly more 

referrals and consequences than they statistically should if disciplinary data were proportionate 

based on population.  

Summary 

This chapter provided an introduction to the concerns with traditional discipline and the 

formation of the school-to-prison pipeline. It explained that many schools are shifting to the use 

of restorative practices in an attempt to correct some of these issues, but noted that there is not 

enough research available about the characteristics of leaders who make this work successful. It 

also introduced the landmark Adverse Childhood Experiences study and set up the thinking for 

how a building leader’s knowledge of Adverse Childhood Experiences and the impact of 

childhood trauma may provide a unique lens with which decision-making regarding traditional 

discipline or restorative practices occurs.  

 Following this chapter is Chapter Two, which is the literature review, focusing on the 

history of school discipline, the use of restorative practices in schools, and leadership with 

restorative practices, all through the lens of Lederach’s Conflict Transformation Theory 

(Lederach, 2003). Chapter Three will explain the methods used in the study and review the 

qualitative interviews conducted. The findings will be presented in Chapter Four as well as all 

pertinent data from the interview transcripts. Finally, Chapter Five provides a discussion of the 

findings and data from Chapter Four and synthesizes all of the information in the other chapters 

to make meaning of the work and determine future recommendations of study.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

From my perspective as an experienced practitioner, administrator, and emerging scholar 

in the field of education, the system to address school discipline in America is inequitable. Using 

a critical lens and the work of scholars invested in social justice, there is evidence that there are 

ongoing biases toward students of color and students with disabilities, the achievement gap is 

larger than ever, issues with disproportionality in discipline data are rampant, and the school-to-

prison pipeline has grown at an astounding rate (Annamma et al., 2014; Puckett et al., 2019; 

Skiba, 2014). Managing the discipline of students is consistently one of the biggest challenges 

that administrators face (Skiba et al., 2014). There have been an endless variety of strategies 

attempted to address egregious behaviors exhibited by students, but research has shown that 

traditional exclusionary methods are ineffective in changing behavior and/or improving student 

outcomes (Gregory et al., 2016; Puckett et al., 2019; Skiba, 2014). Across the country schools 

are struggling to handle increased challenging behaviors from students, and often the fallback 

strategy is to revert to classroom removals such as suspensions and expulsions for troubled 

students (Hashim et al., 2018; Skiba et al., 2014; Wearmouth et al., 2007).  Research has shown 

that these classroom removals are ineffective with repeat offenders and do not modify behavior 

over time (Gregory, et al., 2016; Lacoe & Steinberg, 2018; Puckett et al., 2019). Further, some of 

the methods used, such as zero-tolerance policies and repeated classroom removals, actually 

have the opposite effect of intended outcomes and have the potential to be harmful to students 

behaviorally and academically in both the short-term and long-term (Costenbader & Markson, 

1998; Gregory et al., 2016; Marchbanks, et al., 2015; McCray & Beachum, 2014; Payne & 

Welch, 2018; Skiba, 2014). Instead, more students are transitioning directly into the juvenile 
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justice system, particularly African-American males, and their potential long-term outcomes are 

bleak (Annamma et al., 2014; McCray & Beachum, 2014; Skiba et al., 2014; Skiba, 2015). 

Researchers have found that, “Black males face the most glaring disproportionality in discipline 

in schools, compared with all other groups” (Carter et al., 2017, p. 210). Because of this, some 

administrators have begun to think innovatively and are attempting to use restorative practices 

within the school setting rather than traditional discipline to address these problem behaviors and  

find ways to disrupt the harmful practices that are occurring. 

In this chapter, I will first share where I have located the research and resources 

referenced. Then I will delve into a review of the history of school discipline, including zero-

tolerance policies, increasing suspensions and expulsions, and the school-to-prison pipeline. 

Next, I will define restorative justice and narrow the focus to restorative practices in schools. 

From there, I will discuss adverse childhood experiences and how impactful they can be on 

children and adults throughout their lives. Finally, I will review identified gaps in research and 

begin asking questions about the influence of school administrators and how their individual 

knowledge of these topics as well as their own lenses of experiences are important to consider.  

For the articles specifically focused on restorative practices, I began by searching ERIC 

and APA Psychinfo (EBSCOhost) using combinations of the following terms: restorative justice 

or restorative practices or restorative discipline, building administrator or principal, literature 

review or review of literature, adverse childhood experiences, decision-making, childhood 

trauma, and trauma-informed. To find articles about the school-to-prison pipeline and zero-

tolerance policies, I searched each term individually using OneSearch on the Ball State 

University library website. I visited the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention website 

(www.cdc.gov) to learn more about the CDC-Kaiser ACE Study, which provided a direct link to 
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the full journal article about the study. For resilience, I conducted a Google search of Harvard 

and resilience to locate the website for the National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 

which has direct links to working papers, including the one cited in this literature review.   

The History of Discipline 

 Zero-tolerance policies began in the 1980s during the Reagan administration as a way to 

take a tough stance against the use of illegal drugs. The prevalence of these policies grew rapidly 

across the country in the 1990s during the Clinton administration as a response to gun violence in 

school (Lacoe & Steinberg, 2018; Skiba & Losen, 2015). What started out as a zero-tolerance 

policy against weapons at school in most places quickly ballooned into zero-tolerance for nearly 

every egregious offense causing more students to be suspended and expelled from school than 

ever before. Those in power at the time were determined that these policies would bring safer 

schools and would show students that they were taking a tough stance on misbehavior in order to 

deter them from repeating the same behaviors. The “broken-window theory” (Kelling & Wilson, 

1982) was referenced demonstrating the need to act on these lower level offenses so that they 

would not grow to be out of control in the school setting. Policymakers and school administrators 

may have had good intentions with these ideas and shifts in thinking; however, the policies 

initiated were not rooted in research or student data and they ultimately failed to make a positive 

difference in school discipline data (Curran, 2019; Dunbar & Villarruel, 2002). Worse than that, 

the unintended consequences took hold. By creating this culture where it was acceptable to 

remove students from school on the very first offense, more students than ever before were at 

home missing instruction and falling further behind both academically and behaviorally (Skiba et 

al., 2014; Skiba & Losen, 2015). Additionally, school police officers were becoming much more 

common and were able to arrest these students and put them directly into the criminal justice 
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system while at school. Once they were in, they were less likely to come out, and thus the 

school-to-prison pipeline was born. (Annamma et al., 2014; Skiba et al., 2014). The school-to-

prison pipeline refers to the concept of students moving directly from punitive school 

consequences into the criminal justice system. The students in this pipeline are predominantly 

students of color who are disproportionately represented in office discipline referrals and 

underperforming academically in achievement data. (McCray & Beachum, 2014; Skiba et al., 

2014; Skiba & Losen, 2015). These students are more likely to be identified as having a 

disability and are referred to the office at higher rates for disruptive behaviors (Annamma et al., 

2014). This pattern of behavior remains a concern in today’s schools as police presence 

continues to grow in an effort to increase safety. “Students at schools with a school resource 

officer (SRO) are five times more likely to be arrested for disorderly conduct, with over 10,000 

prosecutions of young people” (Bleakley & Bleakley, 2018, p. 247). This daunting statistic is one 

example of the misuse of an increased officer presence in the school setting, thus impacting the 

culture of school discipline. This is an “outcome gap” (Annamma et al., 2014) rather than an 

achievement gap since the outcomes are precisely what society is directing students of color to 

do both academically and behaviorally. Low achievement outcomes and high rates of 

incarceration are the direct result of this systemic problem (Annamma et al., 2014). “Racial 

discipline disparities are a consequence of U.S. history, of the biases and stereotypes created by 

that history, and of the still-strong divisions in lived experiences between the groups we call 

‘races’” (Carter, et al., 2017, p. 208). Students of color do not have worse behavior than their 

white classmates, yet they are repeatedly removed from class at significantly higher rates than 

other students (McCray & Beachum, 2014). Ongoing concerns with suspensions and expulsions 

are occurring as young as preschool in some schools with the same disproportionate outcomes 
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for children of color (Zeng et al., 2019). With teachers and administrators lacking knowledge and 

preparation to support challenging behaviors exhibited by children, the issues are perpetuated. As 

these young children grow older, disrupting the school-to-prison pipeline has become a priority 

for many schools across the country due to struggles with disproportionate data, consequences 

from state and federal agencies, and dismal student outcomes (McCray & Beachum, 2014). “The 

underlying causes of disparities in disciplinary outcomes are plural, layered, and 

multidimensional” (Welsh & Little, 2018, p. 781).  Because of this, alternative approaches to 

discipline, such as restorative practices, have grown in popularity as schools attempt to find a 

way to address these concerns. In the next section, I will discuss the definition of restorative 

practices and how they originated.  

Restorative Practices Defined 

 Clearly defining restorative practices can be challenging since there are several variations 

in the field. The important components in common are that restorative practices provide a focus 

on the person who was harmed, the person who did the harming and the community as a whole 

(Lockhart & Zammit, 2005; Ryan & Ruddy, 2015; Zehr, 2002). Pavelka (2013) narrows the core 

principals of restorative justice to three (3) areas: repairing harm, reducing risk, and empowering 

the community. Essentially, “Human beings are happier, more cooperative and productive, and 

more likely to make positive changes in their behavior when those in positions of authority do 

things with them, rather than to them or for them” (Watchel, et al., 2010, p. 156). In the case of 

formal restorative scenarios, the purpose is to give voice and return power to the person who was 

harmed by giving attention to the incident that occurred in order to determine appropriate next 

steps and how to repair the harm (Mullett, 2014; Pavelka, 2013). Community can refer to other 

individuals impacted by the incident or those in a supportive role for either the victim or the 
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offender. Community is sometimes a person or group within the school setting, but it can also be 

the external community members affected by the situation (Pavelka, 2013).  This is unique in the 

school setting because it is exactly the opposite of traditional punitive removals which allow the 

offender to be off campus away from the victim. In some cases, restorative practices are more 

impactful for everyone involved because the person who caused harm has an additional layer of 

accountability for their actions and has to directly face those who were harmed (Mullett, 2014; 

Ryan & Ruddy, 2015). “When harm is done, trust is broken in the community. A plan to restore 

that trust and affirm healthy choices encourages better decision-making in the future” (Mullett, 

2014, p. 159). Formal circles are a common form of restorative practice where the participants sit 

in a physical circle of chairs and work through guiding questions about what occurred, the 

emotions and impact on the victim, and how the harm can be repaired. Other restorative practices 

may include restitution, community service, peer mediation and facilitated conversations less 

formal than a full-blown restorative circle (Pavelka, 2013). The intent is to ensure accountability 

without always looking through the lens that something punitive must happen. This is a 

significant shift in thinking for many educators, parents and students. The shift goes beyond 

school discipline practices and requires action and understanding to change the climate 

throughout the community (Payne & Welch, 2018). 

In order for restorative practices to be impactful for serious, formal situations, it is 

important for teachers to include less formal versions within the classroom setting which can be: 

providing opportunities for students to build community by having robust discussions, 

participating in classroom circles, and instilling the concept of accountability for actions with 

less serious situations. “Consistent use of restorative practices will lead to the desired result” 

(Pavelka, 2013, p. 17). Through this work, there is emerging data successfully demonstrating 
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decreased suspensions and expulsions and overall numbers of office referrals when restorative 

practices are in place; however, disproportionality persists within the data, and the characteristics 

of the leaders making the decision when to utilize these practices have not been studied 

extensively (Lustick, 2017; Mayworm, et al., 2016). Restorative practices are not a set program 

or pre-determined steps to be implemented, rather, they are a framework and a philosophical 

shift (Payne & Welch, 2018). “If implemented more broadly within schools, restorative justice 

may substantially reduce student offending, increase perceptions of safety, enhance learning, 

promote positive school climate, and destroy the school-to-prison pipeline that is exacerbating 

inequality and disadvantage for certain students” (Payne & Welch, 2018, p. 237).  

Restorative Practices Globally 

This concept is relatively new for many in the United States, but this work has been 

happening in some pockets around the country and in schools in other countries for nearly 

twenty years (Drewery, 2013). In New Zealand, the concepts are rooted in the beliefs of the 

Maori people, who were native to the country before the British arrived (Drewery, 2013; 

Wearmouth, et al., 2007).  By following the protocol established by the Maori elders, situations 

are resolved and the whole community benefits. It is important to understand that the work of 

conferencing has not happened there without great preparation and intentionality. Just as with the 

Maori protocols, impacted stakeholders must understand the shift in culture and be committed to 

the process in order to effectively handle challenging behaviors (Wearmouth, et al., 2007). In 

Canada, there are also deep restorative roots dating back to Aboriginal people and more recently 

the Mennonite church in the 1970s. The concept did not enter the school systems until 2008 

when discipline laws were changed by the Canadian government, and the zero tolerance policies 

in place were repealed (Ryan & Ruddy, 2015).   
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Song and Swearer (2016) drew attention to the concern that there is a plethora of 

literature available about restorative justice as related to social justice and school psychology, but 

there is not a lot available specific to its use and effectiveness in schools. This is particularly 

concerning due to the fact that it has become somewhat of a “buzzword” in education with many 

school leaders jumping in and trying this trend  in an attempt to offset the ongoing battle to lower 

suspension and expulsion rates for students (Song & Swearer, 2016; Reimer, 2011).  The results 

that have been obtained show decreased referrals, suspensions and expulsions as well as 

evidence that students are less likely to repeat problem behaviors after the use of restorative 

justice (Mayworm et al., 2016). A study conducted in the Los Angeles Unified School District 

(Hashim et al., 2018) examined the suspension data over a span of time that the district 

implemented school-wide positive behavior intervention supports (SWPBIS), a suspension ban 

for willful defiance, and training to implement restorative practices. The year the training for 

restorative practices occurred, the data showed a larger decrease in suspension rates (Haskim et 

al., 2018). These positive effects are encouraging, but there is a need for more research about 

those implementing the practices to fully understand how and what is really driving the success 

in order to replicate it in other places. A qualitative case study of an Ontario school found that a 

school fully committed to restorative practices while receiving grant monies to support and 

maintain the process completely halted once the money was gone and it was no longer a focal 

point. There were also frustrations identified from teachers and administrators who felt there was 

inconsistency from the top-down making it difficult to sustain the work over time (Reimer, 

2011). Each school situation is unique with different strengths and challenges, which is why 

qualitative studies further examining the traits to make restorative practices successful are 

needed (Haskim et al., 2018).  
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Challenges with Implementation 

A challenge with the restorative approach is that it is contingent on the school leader’s 

philosophy and decision-making as the person with the primary responsibility for handling office 

referrals. Some building administrators have opted to “buy in” fully to this philosophy and have 

seen great success with students, such as a case study of a high school leadership team who saw 

an eighty percent drop in office referrals over five (5) years once they began cohesively using 

restorative practices in the building (Mansfield et al., 2018). Beyond the drop in referrals, 

however, the leadership team “could sense a change in the students’ and teachers’ attitudes and a 

positive shift in the overall school culture” (p. 314). One high school principal reflected on his 

use of suspension days with students, “Removal from class, while a last resort, is not an end but 

a beginning” (Hawkes, 2011, p. 137). He went on to explain that although he is still using this 

traditional punitive consequence at times, it is to allow the staff to adequately plan and put 

supports in place for the student. The real work happens when the student is reintegrated into the 

environment and provided with ongoing support for the behaviors demonstrated. That is where 

restorative practices come into play, and students have an expectation of restitution for the harm 

they have caused, in addition to an opportunity to reflect on the function of the behavior and how  

to prevent it from recurring (Hawkes, 2011; Mullett, 2014). 

Other challenges with implementation of restorative practices that have been raised are 

concerns about racial disparity and disproportionality which are still underlying issues. Although 

this work with restorative practices has, in some cases, drastically decreased office referrals and 

punitive consequences, a closer examination of the data reveals that within those decreased 

numbers the same concerns with racial inequity persist (Lustick, 2017).  There is evidence that 

the overall number of referrals are coming down with the use of restorative practices; however, it 
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appears that the remaining referrals are still disproportionately representing minority subgroups. 

(Mayworm, et al., 2016; Gregory et al., 2018; Lustick, 2017). “It is important to address the 

underlying beliefs that preclude our equitable intentions. Well-meaning decisions and plans can 

be undermined by these implicit biases bestowed upon us by society, our experiences, and 

unintentional influences” (Puckett et al., 2019, p. 36-37).  It should also be noted that some 

critics point out that restorative practices do not work for everyone. There are students who, for 

various reasons, do not respond to this approach (Mullett, 2014). “Restorative justice will not be 

an all-inclusive fix to often complex student behaviors coupled with the complex dynamics of 

schools” (Okilwa & Robert, 2017, p. 252). Given the increased time and resources to implement 

with fidelity, there are administrators who would rather not even attempt since there is still 

potentially an unknown outcome.  

Administrators handling disciplinary actions maintain a tremendous amount of power 

whether traditional or restorative, so their own personal biases certainly have the potential to 

influence their feelings and tendencies with decision-making (Lustick, 2017). Just because a 

school decides to utilize restorative practices does not mean the deep-seeded racial disparity and 

biases are addressed or even considered. Some students of color are not even given the 

opportunity to experience restorative practices. Schools with a higher number of black students 

were found to be less likely to introduce or utilize any restorative conferences, community 

service, restitution or peer mediation in lieu of traditional consequences (Payne & Welch, 2015) 

which could be another factor contributing to the school-to-prison pipeline. The emerging 

positive data about restorative practices is promising; however, for true systemic change to 

occur, there will have to be an intentional shift to an equity mindset when determining which 

schools and students have access to these approaches. 
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There are clearly still some concerns and areas to consider, but there is hope as there have 

been successes reported with restorative practices. Interestingly, a number of administrators 

continue to prefer to maintain traditional disciplinary consequences for problem behaviors 

regardless of effectiveness or positive restorative practice data (Reed et al., 2020). Naysayers 

voice concerns with the amount of time the process requires and the challenge of coordinating 

the schedules of everyone who needs to be involved (Reimer, 2011). The deeper issue is that due 

to the amount of systematic change that is truly necessary to fully implement a framework of this 

magnitude long-term, it is extremely challenging to sustain this work without the gatekeepers of 

change on board (Reed et al., 2020; Reimer, 2011). It is also concerning that the disparities in 

discipline data may not be helped by restorative practices since the true root cause of the 

troubling disparities remains hidden and unaddressed (Welsh & Little, 2018). Disciplinary 

action, when contentious, has the potential to involve building leaders, district administrators and 

even the school board and community members. The question is, why do some believe in a 

restorative philosophy and others do not? Each administrator brings their own unique 

background knowledge and implicit biases to the job, which have the potential to impact their 

methodology and willingness to support students. The Adverse Childhood Experiences Study has 

helped provide insight into this potential impact and has been a topic an increasing number of 

administrators have studied to increase their knowledge about their own backgrounds and those 

of their students. In the next section, I will review the study and its findings.  

Adverse Childhood Experiences Study  

 From 1995-1997, there was a landmark study conducted by the CDC-Kaiser Permanente 

to analyze the long-term health consequences Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) have on 

the adults who experienced them in their youth (Felitti, et al., 1998). The study examined ACEs 



20 

DISCIPLINE DECISION-MAKING 

 

that are common in the lives of children around the world. Participants were given a 

questionnaire focusing on the following categories: psychological, physical, or sexual abuse; 

violence against mother; living with individuals who were substance abusers, mentally ill or 

suicidal, or ever imprisoned (Felitti, et al., 1998). “The ACE score is expressed as the sum of ten 

exposure types, each measured dichotomously, such that an exposure is counted as one point 

regardless of the number of incidents, longevity, or the severity of the exposure to that type” 

(Wolff, et al., 2017, p. 1213). These results were then compared with medical information that 

had been collected from medical screenings given to participants. It is important to note that this 

study did not target impoverished or traditionally more challenged demographics, but rather, it 

was predominantly a middle-class group of participants. The results of this landmark study were 

astounding showing the long-term health effects on individuals who have experienced higher 

numbers of ACEs. Specifically, researchers found that individuals with four or more ACEs were 

at a significantly higher risk for long-term effects. The areas of concern identified included: 

alcoholism, drug abuse, depression and suicide (Felitti, et al., 1998).  Higher ACE scores also 

indicated a diminished tendency to prioritize health with much higher numbers of smoking, 

obesity, sexually transmitted diseases, heart disease, cancer and chronic lung disease among 

others (Felitti, et al., 1998); Reuben et al., 2016). Beyond health concerns, ACEs have been 

found in more recent studies to impact adults’ employment, education, and income earning 

potential (Metzler, et al., 2016). “Those reporting four or more ACEs were more likely to report 

high school non-completion and household poverty. Both those reporting three ACEs and four or 

more ACEs were more likely to report periods of unemployment” (Metzler, et al., 2016, p. 144).  

 Thinking specifically about students in the school setting, “Adverse childhood 

experiences (ACEs) have been identified as a key risk factor for a range of negative life 
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outcomes, including delinquency” (Wolff et al., 2017, p. 1210). The students who have 

experienced a higher number of ACEs may demonstrate increased behavioral challenges in 

school, some of which include acting out or being physically aggressive. Dealing with toxic 

stress over time can negatively impact health outcomes for children and can make learning and 

overall success at school significantly more difficult for them. In addition, high ACE scores 

increase their risk-factors for future problem behaviors (Martin, et al., 2017; Puckett et al., 2019). 

Beyond the school walls, those youth who have already entered the criminal justice system are 

predicted to have a higher rate of recidivism when they have experienced and continue to 

experience ACEs (Wolff et al., 2017).   

These facts are particularly disheartening because, “Childhood trauma is a fundamental 

breach of children’s rights” (Danese, 2019, p. 11). In many cases it is also preventable, which is 

why the adults in the lives of these children have an obligation to act (Danese, 2019). To offset 

the trauma children are experiencing, schools are working to create trauma-sensitive spaces that 

evoke feelings of safety and relationship-building (Banks & Meyer, 2017; Martin, et al., 2017).  

Lack of administrative support has been identified as a roadblock to creating these trauma-

informed environments at times, so it is important for decision-making administrators to have 

knowledge of the impact of trauma and knowledge of how to best support students who have 

experienced or are currently experiencing trauma (Martin, et al., 2017). Ideally, this would also 

be reflected in the disciplinary practices within the school with administrators choosing to utilize 

restorative practices when possible. Building knowledge is a critical first step in this work and is 

the way trauma-informed practices are identified as needed in schools (Sundborg, 2019). For 

example, “Children who experience ACEs may also have difficulty developing important 

executive functioning skills such as self-regulation skills” (Zeng, et al., 2019, p. 3). 
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Administrators who have knowledge of this may be better equipped with a toolkit to address 

these problem behaviors and offer support to teachers, students, and families. Teachers working 

to create trauma-informed environments feel more supported by their leaders and have a higher 

level of commitment to being trauma-informed in their practices when both teachers and 

principals have increased knowledge about the impact of trauma and the importance of trauma-

informed care (Sundborg, 2019). Although in the past, this work may have been reserved for 

social workers, counselors and other professionals highly trained to support children who have 

experienced trauma, the landscape has changed. All adults who have contact with children can 

and should be educated about ACEs and trauma and best practices to support children who have 

experienced them (RB-Banks & Meyer, 2017). Particularly students who have experienced 

complex trauma, can be triggered easily, which may occur in the school setting in the form of 

problem behaviors. School leaders who have been trained to recognize the signs of trauma are 

better equipped to determine when trauma is the cause, which changes their response to 

supportive and restorative for the student (Martin, et al., 2017). 

 The environment is important, but even more critical is the relationship-building that 

happens between students and caring adults. A Harvard study from the Center on the Developing 

Child discussed the power of resilience for children who have experienced tremendous adversity. 

“Stated simply, resilience transforms toxic stress into tolerable stress” (National Scientific 

Council on the Developing Child, 2015, p. 1). It goes on to explain that having a caring 

relationship with one or more adults and learning replacement skills and self-regulation can tip 

the scale toward positive outcomes for students (National Scientific Council on the Developing 

Child, 2015). The power of trust has been identified as a critical component for the success of 



23 

DISCIPLINE DECISION-MAKING 

 

restorative practices, and this is only possible when students have relationships with the adults 

supporting them and facilitating this work (Puckett et al., 2019).  

Leadership and Restorative Practices 

The application of restorative practices within school buildings varies based on the 

building leader’s philosophy and decision-making. School leaders have access to more data than 

ever to inform their decision-making, yet this is a challenge because the high-stakes 

accountability has reached an unprecedented level as well (Young, et al., 2018).  Leaders must 

sift through complex data in order to determine which data points to focus on for decision-

making. When it comes to decisions like discipline, which are often in a gray area with many 

unique challenges and factors, data points are important considerations that should not be 

overlooked. “Even thoughtful and enlightened adults can fail to see patterns cropping up in their 

schools” (Manassah et al., 2018, p. 39). Beyond data points, there are always facts and 

circumstances which also contribute to the narrative. Factors which have been found to have an 

impact on the decision-making are student characteristics, school characteristics, and level of the 

infraction (Skiba et al., 2014). Naturally, school leaders are the key to understanding the 

complexities of these factors and making the shift to restorative practices, but they cannot do the 

work alone (Manassah et al., 2018). Those implementing restorative practices need to have 

strong leadership, vision and empowerment to maintain their resolve (Pavelka, 2013). They must 

also be willing to intentionally build relationships with students and support teachers in efforts to 

do the same. Positive relationships create the possibility of reducing implicit biases, which can 

increase the effectiveness of restorative practices (Fenning & Jenkins, 2018; Welsh & Little, 

2018). All of this work allows building leaders to get to the root cause of their challenges and to 

develop their own personal capacities to see the needs of the students and community members 
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(Fenning & Jenkins, 2018). Sometimes this takes years to develop with the assistance of 

increased knowledge and life experience. In the next section, I will discuss Lederach’s Conflict 

Transformation Theory (2003) and the application of this global theory within school 

communities.  

Conflict Transformation Theory 

Lederach’s Conflict Transformation Theory (2003) originated in the 1980s and has 

evolved through time and experiences. The term conflict resolution was more widely used in 

peace circles, but Lederach believed the term was lacking since it focused on bringing the 

conflict to an end without necessarily addressing the deeper issues at hand, often involving social 

and relationship development (Botes, 2003; Reimer, 2019). According to this theory, conflict is 

accepted as inevitable and part of life, but how individuals respond and grow from it is 

dependent on the various lenses they apply to it. Human beings naturally bring a variety of life 

experiences and “lenses” to situations, and they grow and change over time. The lenses may 

transform or become blurry as an individual has new experiences or gains new knowledge. It is 

to be expected that people have multiple lenses. “Since no one lens is capable of bringing 

everything into focus, we need multiple lenses to see different aspects of a complex reality” 

(Lederach, 2003, p. 10). Sometimes people maintain multiple lenses but use them for different 

circumstances. Lederach describes this as “looking” at the big picture but truly “seeing” meaning 

in the circumstances (Lederach, 2003). By definition, “Conflict transformation is to envision and 

respond to the ebb and flow of social conflict as life-giving opportunities for creating 

constructive change processes that reduce violence, increase justice in direct interaction and 

social structures, and respond to real-life problems in human relationships” (Lederach, 2003, p. 

14). The transformation aspect of conflict is essential to understanding this theory because that is 
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where true change occurs and where new and evolved thinking happens. This theory has been 

embraced by peace researchers because it is a different approach to more traditional conflict 

resolution ideas and is transformational in nature. It allows for the acknowledgment of the harm 

that has been done, which is what has created conflict in these situations. Working toward 

conflict transformation, it becomes less about “payback” with victims finding that, “Justice is 

experienced if they participate in the process, tell their story, hear an offender take responsibility  

and make some plan that it will not happen again” (Sawatsky, 2005, p. 126). 

Conflict Transformation has traditionally been used on a global platform as a peace 

initiative. It is used “as a catalyst for change inherent to human relationships, whereby conflict 

transformation constitutes an evolving process aimed at channeling creative conflict tension in 

order to achieve constructive change” (Becorpi, 2018, p. 107). Conflict Transformation is unique 

because the process focuses on the beliefs of participants and offers the social space to make 

change and offer alternatives (Bercorpi, 2018). The key elements which must be included in this 

peacebuilding framework are: truth, mercy, forgiveness and peace (Appolloni & Hrynkow, 2016; 

Lederach, 1997). Conflict Transformation is dynamic because of the variation as people change 

and their lenses change over time. It is important to note that it is not an overnight, linear 

process; rather, it is circular in process and often takes time to find true resolution (Cui, 2014; 

Lederach, 2003; Reimer, 2019).  

The use of the Conflict Transformation framework has not been documented in the 

school setting, but its key concepts and applications from global conflicts can be applied when 

using restorative practices to address conflicts within the school community. With restorative 

practices in schools, building administrators are on the front lines making decisions about how 

and when restorative approaches will be applied, but the various lenses these administrators have 
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themselves, based on their own knowledge and experiences with ACEs, could have an impact on 

how open-minded and willing they are to using restorative approaches with challenging students. 

Administrators’ lenses may be altered from their own trauma or secondary trauma from their 

close work with families. It is important for them as peacebuilders in this restorative role to 

manage the effects of the trauma and work to increase mindfulness and self-care techniques to 

remain balanced (Senehi, 2015). Part of transformation is “a willingness to respond in ways that 

maximize potential for positive change” (Lederach, 2003, p. 15). Administrators are trying to 

balance the political pressures of the school community and their own core values and personal 

experiences, which can make the decision-making difficult when trying to determine the 

approach and lens to apply for each situation. It is important to note, however, that “justice and 

peace need each other” (Sawatsky, 2005, p. 129), which is why this theory is an important 

consideration to peace building and this restorative work within school communities. Conflict is 

natural and inevitable, but how administrators choose to respond when it presents itself can make 

a tremendous difference for students. The key question is, “How do we end something 

destructive and build something desired?” (Lederach, 2003, p. 33).  

In conflict transformation, issues or “episodes” occur and individuals respond according 

to context and experiences over time, which is the “epicenter.” This interacts with the “platform” 

which serves as the base for how individuals respond as well as the deep seeded reasons causing 

those responses. Being able to work through these processes and apply this thinking to situations 

is only possible once capacity is built to do so. Then “episode” and “epicenter” lenses must both 

be used to analyze situations and determine actions. (Lederach, 2003). Conflict Transformation 

is truly transformative in nature because of the amount of self-reflection and complex thinking 

which often leads to new understanding or learning (Becorpi, 2018). Two of the questions to ask  
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When applying Lederach’s framework include: “What do our lenses bring into focus? And what  

do these lenses raise?” (Lederach, 2003, p. 62-63). There are always patterns of behavior to 

consider, but in order to transform, deeper reflection must occur, and relationships must be 

prioritized (Becorpi, 2018; Reimer, 2019). “The narrowness of resolution approaches may solve 

problems but miss the greater potential for constructive change” (Lederach, 2003, p. 69).  

P-12 building administrators have the opportunity to learn and develop their leadership 

skills as they gain knowledge over time. Lederach’s Conflict Transformation Theory provides a 

framework to explore the importance of relationship building when addressing conflict and the 

development of the role of peacemaker as these leaders facilitate restorative practices in their 

schools. I believe that although Conflict Transformation work on a global level can last for many 

years, the principles of the work can be applied on a smaller scale to the shift from punitive to 

restorative practices when responding to discipline in schools. This study gives thought and 

voice to how and why that shift occurs.  

Summary 

The overall literature available addressing the use of restorative practices in schools is 

limited. Beyond that, a gap in the research is a specific study about P-12 building administrators 

and how their knowledge and experiences over time shape their use of restorative practices 

within their own school buildings.  

This literature review explored the history of school discipline, defined restorative 

practices, and discussed how they are being used in schools across the country and around the 

world. It also explained the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study and the long-term 

impact childhood trauma has on individuals for years to come as well as the need for trauma-

informed environments to support children and foster resilience. Finally, the chapter reviewed 
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Lederach’s Conflict Transformation Theory and the critical components of the framework that 

apply to school leaders making decisions about disciplinary situations. The next chapter will 

discuss the qualitative study and the methods used to conduct it.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

 In this chapter, I will describe my research design and explain how my study sought to 

answer my proposed research questions. I will outline who was included as participants and the 

interview protocol I used to collect and analyze data. Finally, I will explore the limitations of my 

own biases and circumstances as well as the overall limitations based on the research design. 

Although there are positive emerging data points with the use of restorative practices in 

schools, there are still some administrators who are resistant to “making the shift” to 

predominantly using them in lieu of more traditional punitive consequences. It is unknown if the 

amount of knowledge administrators have about Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and the 

impact of childhood trauma influences their decision-making and tendency to be restorative or 

shifts their lens to becoming more restorative over time.  The purpose of this study is to examine 

the experiences and knowledge that inform the decision-making of school administrators who 

uphold restorative practices in their schools.  

The questions that guided my study are:  

1. What knowledge and experiences shaped P-12 building administrators’ commitment to 

restorative practices?  

a. How does knowledge of constructs such as Adverse Childhood Experiences 

(ACEs) contribute to their commitment to restorative practices?  

2. How does a school leader’s lens change over time when it comes to approaching school 

discipline?  

Research Design 



30 

DISCIPLINE DECISION-MAKING 

 

 This is a general qualitative study with open-ended, semi-structured interviews. 

Qualitative studies can be used “as a broad explanation for behavior and attitudes” (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018, p. 61). Qualitative research allows researchers to make meaning of the 

experiences participants have had and provides the opportunity to develop a deeper 

understanding of participants’ thoughts and lives by interpreting their words. Although 

qualitative research has been a common practice in the social sciences for a century, it has gained 

popularity in other disciplines as well in recent decades (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). There are 

many forms of qualitative research, which makes it important to design a study with the potential 

to maximize the ability of the researcher to collect necessary information in an effort to 

understand the experiences of participants and potential phenomenon within the topic. The 

reason I chose to do a qualitative study with interviews for this particular topic is because 

collecting the information in a survey format would not allow for expansion of answers and 

follow-up questions to fully understand the thinking and rationale of participants and how they 

approach school discipline. It was an emergent design meaning that interview questions could 

shift during the process to allow for maximum understanding of the problem as the study 

progressed. Participants were identified using purposeful sampling. Building leaders who have 

made the shift to the use of restorative practices were recommended to me by school supervision 

and special education learning community colleagues based on their work with restorative 

practices and their school discipline data falling below the district average.  

Research Ethics and Human Rights Protection 

The district superintendent’s designee was contacted prior to interviews commencing to 

obtain permission and appropriate authorization to conduct the study within the district. This was 

included as part of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) requirements. Interview participants 
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provided voluntary consent to participate and signed an electronic copy of the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) consent form prior to the interview occurring.  

It is important to disclose that I am currently serving as a school supervisor within the 

school district where the building leaders interviewed are employed. In my role, I am part of the 

school supervision team and the special education learning community directors’ team, and I am 

responsible for all of the alternative programming and supervision of alternative education 

principals in the district. I also serve as a member of the district expulsion team and have input in 

determining diversion programs and alternative placements for students in lieu of expulsion. 

None of the principals I directly evaluate were included as participants in order to ensure that the 

participants could answer the questions honestly without concern for their own performance 

evaluation, but it is possible that my presence could bias responses of participants. Any of the 

information shared in the interview is confidential, and names were changed to pseudonyms so 

that there could not be a negative or harmful consequence for participants. As a district 

administrator myself, I have had extensive training with restorative practices and the impact of 

adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) in the school setting. I am also familiar with the overall 

discipline data in my school district. Because of this knowledge, I may have bias toward the use 

of restorative methods to support students based on my experiences. To negate any concerns, I 

created standard interview questions ahead of time and allowed for open-ended responses to be 

consistent and give voice to all interview participants.  

Population and Sample 

My goal was to include interviews with 8-10 building leaders who are in charge of school 

discipline, and I ended up having a total of nine (9) leaders who met criteria and were willing to 

participate. These leaders were located by purposeful sampling using recommendations of my 
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colleagues on both the school supervision teams and special education learning directors team 

based on their knowledge of each building leader’s approach to school discipline at the schools 

they serve. These colleagues supervise the principals in the other learning communities and 

provide special education leadership support in the other communities respectively. Once I was 

given recommendations of names, I contacted the principals via district email to explain the 

study and the process they could expect as participants. I shared with them the criteria for 

inclusion aside from a willingness to participate in a virtual interview. All interviews were 

conducted virtually due to the COVID-19 global pandemic, and I opted to use the Microsoft 

Teams platform due to easy accessibility for participants within the district where the interviews 

took place. Criteria to participate were: participants using restorative practices predominantly in 

their schools in lieu of punitive, exclusionary methods for situations involving non-expellable 

offenses as determined by the district’s code of conduct; participants at least 25 years old and 

serving as current building administrators; and participants’ schools that were maintaining a 

suspension/expulsion rate lower than the district average. Chapter 4 includes tables of 

demographic information for both the leaders and schools represented. It is worth noting that this 

district has provided numerous opportunities for professional development to understand 

restorative practices and how they can be utilized in the school setting, so many leaders are well-

versed with the concept. I provided them with my contact information and the timeline for the 

study so that they were able to contact me if they decided to participate in the interview. As 

principals were interviewed, I used the reverse snowball effect to allow participants to share my 

information with other potential participants, but no additional individuals volunteered from that 

process. I intended to determine the final number of participants once saturation was reached. 

Saturation is reached “when gathering fresh data no longer sparks new insights or reveals new 
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properties” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 186). Since I reached my targeted number of 

interview participants and did not have any additional leaders meeting the criteria identified or 

contacting me, I made the decision to close my interview process. All participants were building 

administrators within my district, which is a large, urban school district located in the Midwest. 

Instrumentation 

 An interview protocol is the instrumentation for this study. The theoretical lens I used is 

Lederach’s Conflict Transformation Theory to serve as an “orienting lens” in the questions 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I began with logistical information about the interview process 

including the length and process we would follow as well as introductory questions to develop an 

understanding of the participant’s background and experiences in education. The full list of 

questions can be found in Appendix 1.  

Interview Questions Connections to Theoretical Framework and/or 

Research Questions 

Why did you decide to become a school 

administrator?  

 

This question provided background to help 

me understand the motivation of the 

participant.  

What have you read that informs your 

thoughts on restorative practices as related to 

school discipline? Why?  

This question provided a glimpse at the 

resources the principals found impactful in 

their decision to use restorative practices. It 

also allowed me to listen for commonalities.  

What personal, educational or professional 

experiences have motivated you to be 

This question gave administrators the 

opportunity to share informative background 

information explaining their motivation, 
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restorative in your approach to school 

discipline?  

 

which could potentially be from personal or 

professional experiences.   

What training did you receive about handling 

school discipline when you started as a 

building leader? Have you received additional 

training opportunities since that time? 

Describe. 

 

This question gave a baseline of knowledge 

and the initial lens the administrator had when 

starting out. It also built on additional 

knowledge that may have been acquired and 

how that could potentially change the 

administrator’s lens.  

John Paul Lederach’s Conflict 

Transformation Theory (2003) explains that 

conflict is a natural part of life.  He says 

human beings bring a variety of life 

experiences and “lenses” to situations, and 

they grow and change over time. As one lens 

moves into focus, the other lenses become 

blurry, although they are still present. 

Individuals can “look” at an issue by 

identifying what has occurred, but in order to 

“see” what has really happened, they must be 

able to dig deeper to determine the root cause. 

Applying that theory, think back to when you 

were first a school leader handling school 

This question specifically asked participants 

to self-identify their own shift in lenses 

during their time as school leaders and asked 

them to hypothesize why those changes have 

occurred.  
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discipline. How has your lens shifted over 

time? Why do you think that is?  

 

What types of students respond best to 

traditional, punitive consequences? 

Restorative practices? Why do you think that 

is?  

 

Participants have “made the shift” to using 

restorative practices in their schools, so this 

question asked about the responses of 

students based on the experiences of the 

administrators.  

You have identified that you are actively 

using restorative practices in your school. 

What do you believe is the key to successfully 

resolving conflict with restorative practices in 

the school setting?   

 

Lederach’s Conflict Transformation Theory 

(2003) discusses the importance of 

relationship building and empathy for others 

when resolving conflict. This question 

allowed me to see if this was also applicable 

to the school setting when addressing conflict.  

Describe a scenario you handled with a 

student where you followed a traditional path 

but after the fact wished you would have been 

more restorative. As you reflect back now, 

why was this particular incident impactful for 

you?   

 

This was an opportunity for administrators to 

share a specific scenario from their work prior 

to making the shift to restorative practices and 

to reflect back on how they could have 

handled the situation differently.   

What (if any) professional development have 

you received with ACEs and the impact of 

Since professional development offerings can 

vary greatly, this question asked for specifics 
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childhood trauma? Describe what that looked 

like (presentation, articles, conference, etc.).  

 

of what participants have received, again, 

contributing to baseline of knowledge.   

How does the knowledge you have gained 

about ACEs and childhood trauma influence 

your decision-making when it comes to 

school discipline? Explain. 

 

This question asked participants to reflect on 

their own decision-making in order to 

determine if their increased knowledge 

influences the way they handle discipline.  

Share an example of a student you either had 

knowledge of or suspected had experienced 

childhood trauma of some kind. How did you 

use your knowledge of ACEs and/or the 

impact of childhood trauma to apply a 

different lens to the situation? What was the 

outcome?  

 

This portion of the interview gave participants 

the ability to share a specific example of their 

own choosing for reflection and tied back to 

Lederach’s Conflict Transformation Theory 

(2003) by encouraging them to think about 

their lenses changing over time and with new 

knowledge.   

What challenges do you face when 

implementing restorative practices in your 

school/district?  

 

This question allowed administrators to 

consider what the challenges are when using 

restorative practices and to determine if they 

are mainly within the individual school 

building or from the district and community 

as a whole.  
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Is there anything else you would like to share 

that has been impactful in your approach to 

school discipline or your shift to restorative 

practices over time?  

This final question provided participants with 

an opportunity to add any additional 

information or context they thought would be 

helpful to or add value to the conversation.  

Data Collection Procedures  

  Each participant was interviewed one (1) time for approximately one (1) hour using 

Microsoft Teams as the virtual platform. Although I was open to the possibility of follow-up 

interviews occurring, it was unnecessary based on the amount of information I was able to gather 

in each interview. The audio and video of each interview were captured in Microsoft Teams, and 

the transcriptions automatically generated from each interview served as a starting point for my 

own transcription efforts. I reviewed each interview repeatedly to ensure accurate transcription 

and to correct any errors from the software. Although I transcribed word for word, there were 

some places I edited for clarity. I intentionally did not change their words to be formal English. 

The recordings have been stored on a computer that is password protected to ensure 

confidentiality. Participant and school names have been changed to pseudonyms to protect the 

identity of participants. Prior to beginning the interviews used in my data collection, I conducted 

a pilot study to ensure my interview questions elicited the types of responses I anticipated would 

be helpful to answer my research questions. To do this, I interviewed two (2) principals outside 

of the group of participants, and those interviews were not included in my results.  

Data Analysis  

The study followed the inductive logic of research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Once 

the open-ended interviews were conducted, I began reviewing and analyzing the interview 

transcripts starting my first cycle coding. “Coding is not a precise science, it is primarily an 



38 

DISCIPLINE DECISION-MAKING 

 

interpretive act” (Saldana, 2016, p. 5). It is the beginning step by the researcher to initialize the 

process of interpreting and translating the data, which was an important first step for me to spend 

time reviewing and formulating initial thoughts and ideas.  From initial coding, I went back 

through the transcripts repeatedly and began the second iteration of code mapping in order to put 

the codes identified into categories (Saldana, 2016). “Coding enables you to organize and group 

similarly coded data into categories or “families” ...the beginning of a pattern” (Saldana, 2016, p. 

10). Using the Quirkos software, I was able to sort direct quotes and make notations throughout 

my process to document my thinking. The software created a visual of each category allowing 

me to see the patterns emerging based on the repeated concepts mentioned by participants.  

One of my first categories was “student focus” which included initial codes: student 

voice/advocacy, building relationships, students repairing harm, and time with students. See 

Figure 1 for a visual depiction of the initial codes. A second category that emerged was “positive 

outcomes of restorative practices,” which included: adult outcomes, data, “why” of behavior, 

replacement behaviors, importance of restorative conference, culture shift, communication, and 

student ownership. There were 21 quotes about student voice/advocacy and 26 about building 

relationships/knowledge of students. The more that I read and analyzed data from these two 

categories, the more overlap I saw between the two and eventually merged them together but 

separated out codes focusing on leaders being student-centered and positive student outcomes 

resulting from the use of restorative practices.  

Another initial category was “personal experiences of leaders.” This included initial 

codes: family of educators, larger impact as leader, experience with tough students, personal 

trauma, and approachable. This coupled with the initial category “shift in approach to 

discipline,” which included codes: ineffectiveness of punitive, conversation, punishment not 
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always necessary, regret about previous situation, using knowledge of students, changing lens, 

slow down, and responding to punitive. There were not many commonalities between the 

personal experiences of leaders, but it was evident that the leaders had shifted their approach to 

discipline, which lead me to focus on that aspect as I developed my themes. See Figure 2 for a 

visual depiction of the “shift in approach to discipline” codes. 

There was also a category, “professional development for leaders,” which included 

codes: formal restorative practice training, lack of training for new administrators, knowledge of 

ACEs/trauma, responsive classroom, impactful literature, and culturally responsive. There were 

15 quotes mentioning formal restorative practice training, and all participants mentioned 

participating in it. There were also 15 quotes highlighting the lack of training for beginning 

administrative positions. Additionally, there were 18 mentions of the knowledge of ACEs and 

trauma. Due to this high number of direct quotes and the fact that all participants shared this in 

common, I determined this category should become a theme. Figure 2 provides a visual depiction 

of these codes.  

Finally, there was a category, “perceptions of staff and community challenges.” This 

included codes: teacher resistance, culture shift, shared expectations, time, parent-community 

buy-in, staff self-care, safety. I ended up separating the positive outcomes and concept of time 

from this category and combining them with other categories.  

From there, I began making categories of categories and narrowing my focus as I went 

through the transcripts numerous times allowing myself time and space to reflect and process the 

data. Analyzing all the categories, I realized there were categories of categories emerging which 

helped me formulate the four overarching themes from the data which I used to determine my 

assertions from the study.  The first was a category focusing on the adults. The second was 
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focused on becoming more student-centered. The third was a focus on positive student outcomes 

supporting sustainability, and finally there was a thread all the way through connecting the 

importance of time in various capacities. These larger categories are how I determined my 

themes and subthemes, which I describe in detail in Chapter 4.  

Figure 1 

Graphic of Student Focus Category 
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Figure 2 

Graphic of Shift in Approach to Discipline Category 

 

Figure 3 

Graphic of Professional Development for Leaders Category 
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Limitations 

 As a qualitative study with a small sample size, the findings cannot be generalized; 

however, they can be transferrable (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Although all participants were 

school administrators, they had varying degrees of knowledge and ability to articulate their 

thoughts and opinions. Additionally, because of the participation requirement that the discipline 

data of each principal’s school had to be below the district average, the group primarily consisted 

of elementary leaders who tend to have a lower volume of disciplinary incidents as compared to 

their secondary counterparts. Also, as a researcher, I bring my own biases and influence based on 

my background and current professional position within the district where these interviews were 

conducted.  

Summary  

In this chapter I described my research design, which is a general qualitative study with  

semi-structured, open-ended interviews. I explained that participants were located using 

purposeful sampling, and that the participants had to be consistently using restorative practices in 

their schools, maintaining discipline data below the district average, and be willing to participate 

in the interview process. Measures were taken to ensure the protection of participants and the 

confidentiality of the process throughout. There were a total of nine (9) participants interviewed 

with the interview protocol that was developed. Questions on the interview protocol directly 

related to the research questions of the study and the knowledge of school administrators 

participating. The interviews lasted for approximately one (1) hour and were recorded to capture 

all the information. Analysis of the interview transcripts took place in multiple cycles narrowing 

from initial codes to categories to categories of categories and eventually overarching themes in 

order to determine the overall assertions or theory of the study. Finally, I shared the limitations 
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of my study explaining that it cannot be generalized due to small sample size, but it is 

transferrable.  
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CHAPTER 4  

FINDINGS 

This chapter contains the key findings from an in-depth analysis of the data collected 

from semi-structured interviews as part of a general qualitative study at a large urban school 

district in the Midwest. The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences and knowledge 

that inform the decision-making of school administrators who uphold restorative practices in 

their schools. The following research questions guided the study:  

1. What knowledge and experiences shaped P-12 building administrators’ commitment to 

restorative practices?  

a. How does knowledge of constructs such as Adverse Childhood Experiences 

(ACEs) contribute to their commitment to restorative practices?  

2. How does a school leader’s lens change over time when it comes to approaching school 

discipline? 

There were nine principals interviewed virtually, and the transcripts of each semi-structured 

interview were thoroughly analyzed using Quirkos software to determine the codes, categories, 

and themes described in this chapter. The principals selected to interview have all shifted their 

practice to utilize restorative practices on a regular basis for non-expellable offenses in their 

schools and maintain school discipline data below the district average. Table 4.1 provides a list 

of each participant, identified with a pseudonym, with the level of grades served at their current 

school, total number of years of experience in education, race, and gender. Eight of the nine 

participants serve at elementary and middle schools either K-6 or K-8. There was only one 

standalone middle school principal interviewed.  There were five female and four male 

participants, and the average number of years of experience was 18 with a total 170 years in 
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education represented. Seven of the nine participants were white, one was black, and one was 

multiracial. Table 4.2 provides demographic information for each principal’s school. The schools 

represented a wide range of demographics across the district from only 24.4% of students being 

economically disadvantaged at one school to 82.2% at another school. The racial make-up of 

each school also varied with the percentage of white students being as low as 0.6% at one school 

and as high as 67.4% at another school. The range of Hispanic students was as low as 9.1% at 

one school and as high as 83.6% at another school. Through thorough analysis of the interview 

transcripts representing these leaders and schools, I was able to identify four overarching themes.  

This chapter will review and analyze the four overarching themes: (1) Importance of 

Professional Development for Leaders, (2) Shift in Leader’s Thinking to Student-Centered, (3) 

Understanding the Importance of Time, and (4) Commitment Driven by Positive Outcomes. 

Each theme will be discussed individually also identifying corresponding subthemes and data 

analysis. 

Table 4.1 Participants, Levels, Years of Experience, Race and Gender 

Name Grades Served at 

Current School  

Years of 

Experience in 

Education  

Race Gender 

Principal Smith 7-8 29 years White Male 

Principal Brown K-6 20 years White Male 

Principal 

Hernandez 

K-8 15 years Multiracial Female 

Principal Anderson K-6 23 years White  Female 

Principal King K-8 14 years White Female 

Principal Lewis K-8 21 years White Female 
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Principal Jordan K-6 17 years Black Female 

Principal Peterson K-6 12 years White Male 

Principal Miller  K-6 19 years White Male 

 

Table 4.2 Demographics of Schools  

Principal 

Name 

% Students 

Economically 

Disadvantaged  

% Black 

Students 

% White 

Students 

% Hispanic 

Students  

  % Students 

with OSS 

Smith 71.9% 58.1% 2.9% 35.2% 0% 

Brown 82.2% 56.4% 13.7% 23.2% 3% 

Hernandez 24.4% 11.2% 67.4% 9.1% 0% 

Anderson 71.2% 39.3% 5.5% 52.3% 0% 

King 77.5% 21.1% 47.9% 23.3% 0% 

Lewis 40.4% 26.2% 48.7% 15.7% 0% 

Jordan 65.8% 14.7% 0.6% 83.6% 1% 

Peterson 81.7% 17.3% 49.8% 24.7% 1% 

Miller 66.9% 43.2% 3.1% 51.6% 0% 

  

Theme 1: Importance of Professional Development for Leaders 

 The professional development experiences of the principals interviewed varied, yet all of 

those experiences provided needed knowledge and helped shape each leader’s day to day 

decision-making to be restorative when faced with discipline at their individual schools. Three 

sub-themes related to professional development emerged: (a) lack of training as new 

administrators, (b) formal restorative practice training, and (c) basic understanding about effects 

of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs).  
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Lack of Training as New Administrators  

 It was common for brand new administrators to begin their first leadership position 

without any formal training or professional development to guide their response to school 

discipline. Principal King shared that due to her past experiences working with challenging 

students, it was assumed she would be able to handle discipline, and she was hired and thrown 

right into the work. She reflected, 

I mean when I first became a Dean on the East Side there was nothing. It was just like oh 

you've had these experiences working in like a rough school district? Like oh, you've 

done well there, great, you're hired.  

She was forced to jump right in at the time and had to adopt their strict discipline policy with 

students. She later reflected on how much she disagreed with the philosophy of the charter 

school as related to discipline due to the negative impact on students and families, and she ended 

up vacating that position the following year. Principal Jordan shared that she received on-the-job 

training with her principal when she started as a brand-new assistant principal and learned how 

to respond in a pseudo apprenticeship format, which helped her, but not to the extent of a formal 

training opportunity with specific criteria covered. There was no district system in place to 

coordinate onboarding and consistent expectations for discipline, so she followed the methods 

and direction of her principal to determine how to handle various situations with students and 

hoped those methods were appropriate guidance. She explained, 

Honestly, I did not receive much training except from when I was like just in courses just 

reading about it. [It] definitely had to be hands on. I did learn from my - the principal that 

I worked with and just watched how he handled discipline. So just that [was] honestly 

like an apprenticeship - just kind of being in it kind of helped. 
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She was able to watch and model what her principal was doing, but later as she received 

additional professional development and experiences, she developed her own philosophy and 

practices. Similarly, Principal Miller had to learn from those around him and figure it out with 

his first leadership position. He had to lean on past practices of the leaders before him to teach 

him how to approach disciplinary situations as a new leader, and if those were insufficient, he 

was navigating uncharted territory on his own. Reflecting on his initial time as an administrator, 

he described,  

Uh, I don't think there was anything in the beginning! I think I’ve been here long enough 

where it was old school and you figure[d] it out on your own. Yeah, there really wasn't 

[anything]. I mean if I learned anything, it was just from the teachers and the former 

principal and past practices.  

Aside from simply doing what those around and before them did, there was also an emphasis on 

the code of conduct and a requirement to follow it exactly as written in some districts, which is 

what Principal Anderson experienced in her first leadership position. She explained,  

When I started in education, there was absolutely no training in any type of school 

discipline procedures. So basically, you were shown a code of conduct and at that time it 

would have been a no tolerance policy and if you didn't follow the code of conduct you 

would be fired. 

Zero-tolerance policies were rampant at that time, and although Principal Anderson may not 

have agreed with the severity of the consequences, her hands were tied and she was required to 

comply whether they were effective or not. These principals started out with very little, if any, 

formal training as a baseline and had to find their way as they developed their own leadership 

decision-making philosophies with school discipline.  



49 

DISCIPLINE DECISION-MAKING 

 

 

Formal Restorative Practice Training  

 All nine of the participants received formal restorative practice training. It should be 

noted that restorative practice training has been a point of emphasis over the last few years in the 

district where the participants are employed, although schools and leaders have embraced the 

work at different rates and with varied amounts of fidelity. Seven participants have attended the 

same formal training, which served as a starting point for them in their journey to utilize 

restorative practices in their schools. Principal Brown explained how this work fit with his own 

personal philosophy and how receiving the formal training allowed him to have the proper tools 

to name and fully implement the framework in his school. He shared,  

I always tried to do it on my own - I just didn't have the tools to do it right…So it really 

wasn't until I got to School A and we actually started doing that work that I was able to 

kind of name it and say, oh, this is the actual strategy, this is what it's called, and here's 

some of the research behind it. 

He was astounded with the amount of success he had at School A using restorative practices and 

has since moved to another lower-performing school within the district, where he immediately 

got to work putting the same processes and procedures in place with staff and students. The 

framework may be used differently at different schools based on the culture and climate already 

in place, but it can be meaningful and impactful in many ways. Principal King marvels at the 

drastic impact the formal training had on her school. She credits it with “changing everything” 

and went on to share how they dropped 200 office referrals in five years. At this point, she 

reports that office referrals are nearly non-existent, and when situations do occur, staff and 

students are much more likely to communicate and talk through the adversity.  Now that they 

have been using restorative practices consistently for several years, Principal Hernandez has 
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been expanding the number of team members facilitating restorative circles in her school to 

maximize the impact and ensure the school community is well-versed in the framework. She 

described,   

So for the past four years, we've really been doing deep work on this and getting more 

staff members trained so that it's not just my assistant principal, my social worker, 

myself, doing the restorative circles, but that we're having more staff involved in that, so 

our whole staff is trained in restorative practices. But there are six of us who are more 

specially trained on doing the restorative chats and restorative circles. 

It is helpful to have a deeper understanding and commitment from staff members who are 

intentionally using restorative circles across the entire campus for minor disagreements. Doing 

so allows the format to become familiar for staff and students making it easier and likely more 

effective to transition to a formal restorative circle when situations of greater significance occur. 

It also gives students practice using their voices and advocating for themselves, which can then 

translate across settings and into the community. Principal Lewis credits the formal training with 

providing common language and expectations for staff and students and describes it as “a way of 

being” at her school that is impactful of everything.  

Basic Understanding about Effects of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 

 In addition to the formal restorative practice training, all nine participants also had some 

level of background knowledge about Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and how 

childhood trauma can be impactful in the school setting and beyond. To review, Felitti et al. 

(1998) analyzed the long-term health consequences ACEs have on the adults who experienced 

them in their youth. They found that individuals with four or more ACEs were at a significantly 

higher risk for long-term effects. The negative effects of ACEs can and do show up in the school 
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setting with students. Participants’ comfort levels and expertise varied based on the number of 

experiences they had and the literature they individually sought out to learn more about it. 

Principal Brown noted, “I know most of what the ACES are. I know my own ACE score. I 

understand how those impact and create pathways that kids are going to repeat.” Other principals 

have offered professional development opportunities to teachers and staff within their buildings 

encouraging everyone to first know their own ACE score and then raise awareness for what the 

ACE scores may be of the students they serve. Principal Hernandez explained,  

So, we've had our whole staff do their own ACEs. You know? Obviously, we don't share 

it with each other, but it's just a personal piece to really just begin to reflect on how our 

own experiences have shaped us as adults as well. 

Helping teachers understand and embrace their own ACEs can assist them in shifting their 

attitudes to be more empathetic and to seek ways to help their students as they develop 

relationships with them. It can also guide teachers and administrators to understanding how their 

own ACEs impact the way they relate and react to students in potentially both negative and 

positive ways. Principal King shared her own story describing the abuse she endured growing up, 

which has defined how she treats children in her building. For her, she uses her own ACEs to 

connect with students and relate to the struggles they face while also empowering them to self-

advocate. Learning about ACEs and trauma has been a starting point for some participants as 

they pursue additional learning and further develop their philosophy about and approach to 

school discipline. Principal Anderson shared, “So trauma-informed was where I started. And 

then in the last probably decade I've attended a lot of trauma-informed practice, positive culture, 

positive discipline, practice conferences.” She went on to share how these various experiences in 

combination with each other really shaped how she handles discipline with students and the lens 
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she uses to view each unique situation in an effort to be able to focus on academic achievement 

instead of behavior. She was one of the seven participants who went through the district’s formal 

restorative practice training, but for her, the key was understanding ACEs and the effects of 

trauma and applying that understanding to positive behavior intervention supports (PBIS). She 

felt the formal restorative practice training gave them the boost they needed to get started, but 

they have made it their own in combination with being trauma-informed and using PBIS 

consistently.   

Principal Jordan has been able to apply literature she has read in her journey to 

understand the trauma her students have faced or are currently facing. She shared that she has 

learned how the brains of her students are impacted, and understands that their responses may be 

different when in the midst of a disciplinary incident. This new learning and understanding has 

been valuable to her as a leader when she is supporting students and making decisions on their 

behalf. She stated, 

[The literature] talks about the neuroscience of what learning is about when you're in that 

fight or flight mode. If a student is in that fight or flight mode, they don’t learn, or if you 

come to them and have an environment that is very restrictive or an environment where 

they don't feel comfortable, then all those things can produce discipline issues. 

She went on to explain that knowing about the effects is not enough without corresponding 

action from the building leader. It is critical to know your students and she shared, “The great 

thing about this is that building those relationships can help.”  She has experienced firsthand the 

difference it makes to help a child exit their fight or flight mode and seek the mental health 

support they need. Principal Peterson added that he has learned to develop empathy for his 

students by understanding ACEs and has realized that situations are often not as “cut and dry” as 
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one might think. Children who have experienced or are currently experiencing ACEs present 

unique challenges in the school setting, but when building leaders are aware of and understand 

the basics of ACEs and how to be trauma-informed, they are building their toolkits and finding 

ways to reach students who were previously unaffected by punitive consequences.  

Summary  

Although most of the principals interviewed had minimal or no training with discipline as 

new leaders, all had shifted into predominantly using restorative practices since having the 

opportunity to participate in formal restorative practice training at various points of their careers. 

Additionally, some sought other literature and learning opportunities to add tools to their toolkits 

when dealing with challenging behaviors in the school setting. All nine had basic knowledge and 

understanding of ACEs and how impactful the impact of trauma is on individuals and articulated 

that they use that knowledge to guide their decision-making when handling disciplinary 

situations in their respective schools. Principal Anderson summarized, “It affects everything that 

I do.” The professional development that was provided to these leaders, although received at 

different points of their respective careers, proved to be valuable to each of them on their 

respective journey.    

Theme 2: Shift in Leader’s Thinking to Student Centered  

 Each principal articulated a shift in their thinking from the time they began as school 

leaders until the present, but their explanations for why their lens shifted and exactly how the 

shift has manifested in action steps varied. For Principal Hernandez, the shift has been in her 

own expectations and how she approaches students, which she has carried to her entire staff. She 

reflected, 
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I think that the biggest shift is really embracing the philosophy that we expect 

misbehavior, like we don’t accept it, but we expect it. I think that has been like not only 

really internalizing that philosophy for myself, but then also really embracing that across 

the board as a whole staff. 

It is also worth noting that the shifts indicated are predominantly student-centered as 

administrators learn and experience their own biases and develop their personal philosophies 

helping them truly see unique student situations with a new lens. Principal Jordan admitted, 

“Honestly, I think when I first approached discipline, I assumed that the kid was wrong. I 

assumed that the kid did something so egregious. I assumed.” That is one example of a leader 

taking a hard look at how she was approaching discipline and determining a change was needed. 

The following subthemes are examples of how participants shifted their thinking to become more 

student-centered as they evolved in their thinking and practices as related to school discipline: (a) 

ineffectiveness of punitive consequences, (b) stopped giving punishment for every offense, (c) 

seeking “why” behind behavior, and (d) using knowledge of students in decision-making.  

Ineffectiveness of Punitive Consequences 

 As new administrators with minimal training, the natural default was to utilize punitive 

consequences for misbehavior and the tendency was to be reactive instead of proactive. Over 

time, these leaders shared their developing concern with the ineffectiveness of punitive 

consequences, and they began to question the use of punitive practices and whether or not there 

are students who respond to them. When asked which, if any, students respond well to punitive 

consequences, several leaders noted it tended to be students who were more compliant to begin 

with and could be described as “rule followers.” Specifically stating who responds best to 

punitive methods, Principal Lewis interjected, “The kids who need it the least…if they make a 
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mistake or whatever, and they have that negative consequence, like they’re never going to do 

that, whatever that is again.” Principal Brown similarly echoed, “It’s probably the kids who are 

traditionally compliant to begin with – the ones who are internally concerned about rules and 

following rules – ones who understand that there’s a natural consequence to something that 

happens.” Principal Smith also mentioned the accountability with the adults in the student’s life. 

He described,   

The students who are already doing exactly what they're supposed to be doing every 

single day. They know when they got their hand slapped. They know when they're 

missing class. They want to be in class, I mean the traditional student who's doing 

everything that every adult in their life is already expecting of them. They don't want to 

get in trouble. So those traditional practices have the most impact on them. 

The problem is that these students mentioned are only a percentage of the population, and there 

are numerous other students who continue to experience ineffective punitive consequences over 

time with no positive outcomes. Principal Brown shared that in his first principalship he began 

observing the “frequent flyers” who were constantly being sent to the office and missing 

extensive amounts of classroom instruction. He determined at that time there had to be another 

way to support his students, which is what began to shift his lens to using more restorative 

practices. He related,  

I would say in the beginning it was very much a list of, you know, consequences that are 

associated with kind of “wrong behaviors.” And we would use those consequences to 

apply to the behavior to try to change the behavior. And so it was just very much a 

punitive mindset…serve your time, go back to class…that'll teach you, you know, [you] 

won't do that again. The lens changed I think…once I became school leader and saw the 
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number of kids coming down to the office from teachers with that same punitive lens and 

seeing the impact that the kids just continually did the behavior over and over again 

anyways because we never really got to the root cause of the problem. That was a big 

transformational moment for me. 

Realizing the ineffectiveness of the punitive methods he was accustomed to, he began exploring 

other methods to support students. He was then able to make the connection to restorative 

practices once he received formal training and was provided with terminology and research-

based methods to back his thinking and belief system.  

Principal Anderson determined the traditional punitive consequences were not supporting 

or changing the behaviors of students. “You've done this same offense. You repeated it four 

times, so now you've got three days of out of school suspension. That kind of response wasn't 

getting us anywhere.” Repeating the cycle over and over was frustrating to everyone involved. 

Principal Smith agreed, “We also know that suspensions don’t change behavior.” Punitive 

consequences are applied to situations, but as the principals clearly articulated, they are not truly 

changing behaviors or providing students with skills to address the areas of concern; therefore, 

the behaviors continue to manifest in different ways. When these students become the “frequent 

flyers” in the office, the ineffectiveness of the punitive methods is glaring. “I mean, honestly, 

I’m not seeing anyone who’s responding better to the punitive,” Principal Miller shared, and 

Principal King agreed, “I don’t think any kid responds to punitive.” Regardless of bleak 

outcomes, punitive consequences have continued to be frequently used in schools and are often 

the primary tools in the toolkits of building administrators.  

Taking it a step further, there are times the unintended effects of punitive consequences 

have the opposite effect on students. Principal King provided the example of students who do not 
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want to interact with other peers due to conflict. In that case, separating the students and 

assigning suspensions gives them exactly what they want – an opportunity to avoid the situation 

and the other peer. Sometimes it is the easier path for the students involved because they do not 

have to face the conflict and put the work in to resolve it. She illustrated,  

The kids that get in arguments or peer conflict, like they don't want to be with that kid, so 

separating them and putting one in one class for the day and one in the other, they've 

ultimately got[ten] what they want.  

She prefers to intentionally connect them and facilitate space for them to interact and talk with 

each other in a respectful manner that is conducive to hearing both perspectives instead of letting 

them avoid the conflict. Or perhaps, as Principal Jordan discovered, the student is seeking the 

opportunity to escape and go home. They may push the limits in an effort to attain the desired 

outcome, which only reinforces the negative behavior the building leader would like to change. 

She shared a story about a particular student who drove this point home for her as a leader. She 

reflected, 

It was constant referrals to the office, constant issues with other students. It was 

becoming habitual and we finally decided to suspend and that kid said, ‘Oh, I can stay at 

home now. I don't have to do any work!’ So that's what he was wanting. And I was 

thinking, wow, what if I could have figured that out earlier and came to the root of the 

problem before we suspended. I would have never done that. 

She learned from that situation and now takes the time to figure out what the student is seeking 

prior to assigning a consequence. Repeated punitive consequences also have the potential to 

damage adult and student relationships over time, and they certainly do nothing to develop those 

relationships, which are critical to changing student behavior. “I don't think there's a student that 
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responds best to punitive action. I think some students are used to it, and respond accordingly, 

but I think all students become damaged by that punitive action over time” stated Principal 

Anderson. Similarly, Principal Jordan asserted, “The punitive approach – it might work for a 

little bit, [but] you’re going to destroy a relationship.” As Principal Hernandez has continued to 

shift her thinking when it comes to school discipline, she has become even more passionate 

about her philosophy and viewpoints on this topic. She admitted,   

It's getting harder and harder for me to accept that other people with their differences can 

also be right. So, when I see like really punitive things, or you know, the clip up clip 

down systems, or the switching of your cards, like it really makes my skin crawl for 

children and I just - I don't think that it's that it's an appropriate approach for any kid. 

Her passion is driving her to continue this work and to empower all staff members to embrace 

and fully implement a restorative approach instead. Taking a hard look at punitive practices, 

Principal Jordan also considers the adult’s perspective when determining her thinking. If we, as 

adults, also would not thrive or respond to highly punitive consequences, it is unclear why so 

many building leaders repeatedly use them in the school setting.  

I don't think any kid thrives in punitive practices. I don't thrive in punitive practices as an 

adult. If I'm doing something that's not correct, I would want my supervisor [to say], 

‘Hey, can we sit down and talk about this?’ So punitive practices? I don't believe 

anybody behaves well…in that.  

She illustrated how she was able to drive this point home with teachers by explaining that if they 

wanted to implement inflexible rules with students, they would have the same rules applied to 

them as adults. So, if someone missed a deadline of turning in lesson plans or entering grades 

into Skyward, there would be a consequence each time and no grace extended regardless of 
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circumstances. Making it personal for teachers assisted them in expanding their thinking and 

taking on a new perspective with their students. These principals have a significant number of 

years of experience and they voiced strong opinions about the toll punitive practices can take on 

students based on their own experiences as building leaders. The consensus was that punitive 

consequences are either completely ineffective for all students or only moderately effective for a 

small percentage, although admittedly still with the potential to damage relationships. Either 

way, punitive methods alone are unable to provide new behavioral skills. Shifting to this 

realization helped these administrators resolve to seek different approaches, such as restorative 

practices to address the students frequenting the office.  

Stopped Giving Punishment for Every Offense   

 Another shift that emerged from the interviews was that there does not need to be some 

sort of additional negative consequence or punishment every time a student is sent to the office. 

There are times this may still occur, but as building leaders, they have the autonomy to make 

decisions about what the student actually needs instead of only doing what is generally expected 

of them as administrators. Examples of this would be strictly following the code of conduct 

regardless of extenuating circumstances or assigning harsh punishments in an effort to appear as 

though they are “backing” the teachers and maintaining strict order within their schools. 

Principal Anderson explained it like this, “I think over time my biggest change has been instead 

of looking at the behavior and needing a resulting consequence, it's actually looking at the 

behavior and trying to figure out where it's coming from.” Shifting her focus from what 

happened to how she can support the student and help them build skills has been impactful to her 

practice. Principal Hernandez recalled a professional development session she attended several 
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years into her principalship where this concept was explicitly presented and truly hit home for 

her.  

It was probably my fourth year as the principal, and when the trainer said not all 

misbehavior needs a consequence, it really, like that was a mind-blowing moment for me. 

It's so simple, and in retrospect, like, why like why did I not realize that? But I really 

thought every time a kid comes to my office I needed to - there needed to be some type of 

consequence, even if it was a logical consequence. Like, you know, OK, well, you threw 

all this stuff [off] your lunch tray in the cafeteria, well we're going to walk down and 

we're going to clean it up. I just thought that everything needed to have some type of 

response and you know. And that's not true. 

Others explained that they realized there may be natural consequences occurring that are useful 

learning experiences and completely sufficient for the situation at hand. Principal Lewis 

described, “I was always big on talking to my students about consequences and how like 

everything you do has a consequence, right? If you're making good choices, that can lead to 

positive consequences.” There is also room for discussion and reflection about whether the 

natural consequence – good or bad – meets the need of the situation. Principal Brown joked that 

his initial reaction to restorative practices was that it was “hippie dippie” stuff because he was 

unsure as a new administrator that is would be enough to support and change his student’s 

behaviors. He reflected, 

I think the reason I said it was ‘hippie dippie’ is because I felt like restorative practices 

didn't have consequences. It was just - we're just going to talk about it and then that's 

it…you don't really learn from it, and what I learned through the process, obviously, was 

that's really not true at all. Of course, you have a consequence, but you have an 
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opportunity to restore the harm that was caused, and the consequence is met mutually 

upon discussion about what makes this right. 

It also ties back to what is being done to support the student moving forward. In order to avoid 

being in the same situation again, participants indicated that they consider what will be done to 

teach a skill or help the student respond differently the next time. As Principal Hernandez 

explained, this is often tied to the communication of the child, which may be a lagging skill 

necessary to teach. She declared, “All discipline is communication or all behavior is 

communication and so trying to determine, you know, not what consequence you’re going to 

give a child, but how you're going to help them communicate their needs in a different way.” The 

opportunity for growth and change comes when those lagging skills are addressed and new skills 

are explicitly taught. The participants expressed that it is critical for the entire staff to understand 

and have buy in with this shift because it likely means students will return to class faster than 

before and likely without a meaningless consequence tacked on to them. If teachers do not 

believe in restorative practices, they may not be a match for their building leader’s philosophy. 

Some participants even described situations where teachers decided to move on to other 

endeavors when these shifts occurred. Because of the way many teachers were raised, and the 

experiences they have had themselves, the use of restorative practices is drastically different and 

sometimes unpopular when administrators do shift from traditional punitive consequences to 

what some might describe as seemingly a lack of response to misbehaviors since it is non-

traditional. Principal Hernandez explained how the shift in her building has taken years to 

accomplish. She has had various groups trained in restorative practices and has involved the 

larger school community; but at the end of the day, she also knows she’s the building leader and 

quite simply makes the final decision. She articulated, 
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I think another challenge is getting staff buy-in because it is slow and because it is 

different and because just because a kid gets frustrated and does flip a desk in your 

classroom doesn’t mean we’re kicking him out of the room for the whole day - like that’s 

not what’s happening. 

A common sentiment among the participants was that it may be a “gut check” for administrators, 

and they may be questioned and challenged when they shift from assigning a negative 

consequence or punishment for every offense, but it also has the potential to be liberating and 

exactly what the students and staff need to fully embrace the use of restorative practices. 

Principal Lewis described her passion for this work, “[It] fits what I, how I believe children 

should be treated. How people should be treated. And it so just very much aligns with my 

philosophes and how I want to work with kids and just other people in general.” Her personal 

shift and resolve are examples of how an administrator commits to this work, develops buy-in 

with the school community, and sustains it over time.  

Seeking “Why” Behind Behavior 

 It was mentioned repeatedly that once administrators shifted their focus from the 

challenging behaviors being exhibited to understanding why that behavior occurred in the first 

place, they had more success reaching students. Principal Anderson explained, “We have a 

conversation about why did this happen and should we be looking deeper with this kid?” Often 

there are underlying issues occurring, and the behavior exhibited at school may have nothing to 

do with the antecedent. The antecedent refers to the circumstances and/or situation occurring 

prior to the behavior, which is often helpful when stepping back to determine the root cause 

(Wood, et al., 2018). She went on to say,  
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Most of the behaviors, most, not all, but most of the behaviors we see in the population I 

serve now are triggered by something in the environment that has nothing to do with the 

student. Might be from the teacher, might be from another student - it might be 

something that's going on in class. And if we can figure out what those triggers are, we 

can help a student begin to cope with those triggers and then hopefully resolve those 

triggers. 

In trying to determine the antecedent, building leaders often lean on the data they have collected 

to guide them, which may include who, what, when, where, and how often. Principal Lewis 

explained the importance of finding out what the antecedent was by using data. She noted,  

So many times, it's going back to the data. If you see that things are happening during a 

certain subject or with a certain person or a certain time of day or certain day of week. 

You don't realize sometimes about all the factors that lead up to that behavior. 

Determining those critical factors is extraordinarily helpful in decision-making on behalf of the 

student because patterns often emerge making the concerns easier to identify and address. 

Principal Brown noted that he attempted to do this as a teacher while building relationships with 

his students and carried his curiosity into his role as principal to guide him as he determined 

what his next steps would be with each student. He recounted, 

I was always the teacher and even as principal, the one who wanted to understand the 

why was something happening as opposed to just dishing out a consequence and 

believing that somebody was acting a certain way because they wanted to. I was always 

inquisitive as to what are they trying to seek? What is the underlying function of the 

behavior? 
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As principals gain experience, they develop confidence in this approach and are able to support 

students in this restorative manner. Principal King explained, “It's really like learning from like 

my experiences in the past…why is this kid acting out? Why are they doing this? What is the 

antecedent to that?” Sometimes students are like puzzles, and the supporting administrators need 

to develop a deep understanding of who they are and the circumstances they have experienced to 

help solve their behavioral challenges. Principal Lewis stated,  

I always wanted to figure out why students were doing, you know what they were doing? 

Why? What if they weren't cooperating? They weren't doing what I needed them to do, 

like what was that? What was that coming from? Where was that stemming from? 

Truly getting to the root cause to understand the function of the behavior is powerful and often 

the key to identifying the steps needed to make true change for students. The function of the 

behavior is a way to analyze what the student is seeking, or in some cases avoiding, which may 

be connected to why the behavior is occurring in the first place (Wood, et al., 2018). Getting to 

the function of the behavior can be enlightening to administrators, but it typically does not occur 

without taking the time to listen and fully investigate the possibilities of what is occurring. 

Principal Jordan described how her lens has shifted as she listens to understand,  

My lens has changed to listening to the kids seeing what the function of the behavior is, 

asking questions and then making sure that…I'm hearing both sides of the story, not just 

one. You cannot be narrow minded, it’s a full, honestly, it's like an investigation. 

She went on to explain that this may mean giving the student the benefit of the doubt instead of 

always assuming the adults know best, which takes vulnerability and sometimes courage with 

her staff and families. She added, “Something had to cause this instead of saying ‘I'm the adult, 

you're wrong, I'm right’...I started to say there's something more going on.” The result of this 
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shift at her school has been a decrease in out of school suspensions and a better understanding of 

any disciplinary issues that do occur. “And so now our suspensions, I mean, we don't really have 

that many…there's [sic] discipline issues, but we really try to work with the kid and figure out 

what's the function of their behavior.” This shift has impacted their entire school culture and has 

helped her critically examine her administrative practices.   

Principal Miller emphasized the importance of communication for all stakeholders 

involved by stating,  

We are communicators. If someone has any type of an unwanted behavior, we talk about 

it. Why they did it? What was their motivation? How did it affect other people around 

them? And, was it positive and negative? And I think just talking just eases everyone’s 

spirits and minds and gets them back on track. 

The importance of facilitating communication cannot be underestimated. Opening the lines of 

communication and truly seeking to understand both the antecedent of the behavior and the 

function of the behavior are important steps for building leaders. Principal Brown said, “I don’t 

really look at kids’ behavior anymore as a choice.” This means he recognizes that something is 

getting in the way of the student being able to exhibit positive behaviors, and it likely has 

nothing to do with him. Principal Smith similarly describes his shift to understanding why 

behaviors occur instead of focusing only on the negative outcomes. “It's made it so that their 

behavior is no longer personal to me, and I've got thick skin…But I think it just de-personalizes 

what's coming out of a student's mouth or their behavior, their physical behavior.” Getting to 

know the why behind a behind a behavior is an important step, but that rarely occurs without true 

knowledge of students, which is the next sub-theme discussed. 

Using Knowledge of Students in Decision-Making  
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As mentioned previously, every principal interviewed had working knowledge of 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and their effects. In order to put that knowledge to use, 

they must also know specifics about the students they serve. Principal Smith stated, “In order for 

ACEs to have an impact on decision-making, you have to know your kid.” This knowledge may 

be the negative circumstances that students have endured, or positive assets a student possesses. 

Regardless, the knowledge of students and their families is critical in decision-making. Principal 

Miller explained that this knowledge helps him keep things in perspective with students,  

It's not a student who just wants to be disruptive or wants to hurt someone's feelings or 

anything like that. A lot of times they might have something going on at the house, so 

building relationships and truly knowing the student is a big factor to have. 

Principal King takes pride in her personal relationships with the family members of her students 

and considers it a big part of the culture in her school, which allows her to keep a pulse on what  

is happening. She expressed,  

I like to know the parents…I like to know the kids…I like to know their 

grandparents…'cause then, you know, people get to talking and they'll tell you. And then 

the kids get to talking so you know what they go home to, ‘cause that's a huge part of 

why they do what they do or behave the way they behave or say what they say.  

It is also much easier to deal with difficult situations if a relationship has been built prior to that 

interaction. Principal Jordan described her thinking when she is faced with a challenging 

situation, “I'm looking at what is going on with this child and…have I built a relationship with 

the family? Do I know what's going on? Have they told me anything about what's going on?” If, 

in fact, there is a back story impacting the situation, it is helpful to know about it. Principal 

Peterson explained,  
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You have to be understanding of everybody's situations because everybody doesn't 

work…on the same playing field, meaning that, you know, some of the back stories and 

some of the situations at home could lead to different behaviors that are being shown by 

students. 

At times the back story that is revealed is heartbreaking and must change the way an 

administrator approaches a student at school. There are times when principals are privy to 

troubling information about the trauma students have endured, and they must respond 

accordingly. Principal Miller reflected,  

I know students who have been abused physically, mentally, sexually, and just the way 

that you approach them [changes]. Sometimes it might be giving them more space - I 

mean physical space. Sometimes it might be the tone of your voice. Sometimes it might 

be the means in which they communicate depending on the age if they'd rather draw a 

picture, or if they'd rather write it down. Or sometimes they don't feel as comfortable 

talking, but the older students, especially, feel better writing down some of their 

experiences. So, it again, it's almost just having a toolbox and seeing what works. 

Students come to school already differentiated in their life experiences, so building leaders 

should not expect to treat everyone the same and be capable of meeting each unique need in the 

same manner. They have to build relationships with students so they know how to differentiate 

their responses and approaches to effectively reach their students. Principal Jordan explained,  

Every kid is different and they need something different. We cannot just say he did this. 

So, and this person did this. Do they get the same response? No, each kid needs 

something different. So that's another approach that equal is not always best. It is what is 

equitable for that kid. 
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Depending on the other staff members’ understanding of equality versus equity, this shift may 

take some work within the school community. Traditional punitive practices would 

prescriptively follow the code of conduct and automatically assign a consequence for every 

negative behavior, but the equitable, restorative approach may go a completely different 

direction. Principal Jordan went on to say, 

The biggest piece there is also informing the staff that that whole piece about equity - it 

might look different for each person. This child might have experienced something, so 

he's going to get something a little bit different because of that. So, knowing a kid, 

knowing their trauma definitely changes how what consequences or a disciplinary action 

that must take place.  

The ongoing treatment of students experiencing trauma is also a consideration. Principal 

Peterson articulated how he wants students to feel nurtured and supported when he knows trauma 

has occurred or is still occurring. He shared what he would say to a student in this position, “I 

still want you to know that I care about you, and I want to make sure that we can grow in this 

situation.” The power of knowing your students well is in the ability to offer support by 

proactively seeing how they are doing on a particular day even without asking, “So there are so 

many times where anymore I can just see a student and I can see the look on their face. And I 

know something’s wrong or something happened,” Principal Miller explained, “The more you 

know about your students, the better.” Having knowledge of your students does not mean the 

challenging behaviors will cease, but it does mean the building leader has an advantage in 

supporting the student and family as decision-making happens by simply having more of the 

story to work with as all factors are considered. It also helps the team collectively make headway 

toward improved behaviors down the road.  
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Summary  

 Each building leader interviewed had their own unique journey, but the consensus was 

that they realized at various points of their principalship that they were dissatisfied with the 

ineffectiveness and potential damage caused by the repeated use of punitive consequences. 

Deciding to shift from a traditional, punitive approach meant they were not always assigning a 

punishment for every offense and instead encouraged them to seek to understand the “why” 

behind the behaviors being exhibited. The only way to truly understand the antecedent and 

function of the behavior was to begin developing a deeper knowledge of their students and 

families, which would then serve as a guide in their decision-making as they worked to provide 

equitable outcomes for all students.  

Theme 3: Understanding the Importance of Time 

 Time is an important resource in schools. The need for adequate time in various 

capacities to allow for the implementation of restorative practices and necessary reflection was a 

recurring theme throughout the interviews. As principals described their growth as leaders and 

shift to the use of restorative practices, time continually surfaced as a common factor of concern 

as well as a critical necessity. The following subthemes emerged highlighting the importance of 

time in this process: (a) processing time to make decisions, (b) time for pre-work and 

implementation of the restorative process, (c) time to build relationships, and (d) time for staff 

self-care.  

Processing Time to Make Decisions 

 The role of a building leader is fast-paced and never ending. As a result, it is tempting to 

move too quickly as situations arise in an attempt to stay afloat with the constant demands and 

pressures of the job. When asked about a challenge of implementing restorative practices, 
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Principal Hernandez was quick to respond, “Time. You really have to slow down.” She also 

discussed the importance of allowing herself the space to pause and reflect prior to rushing into 

decisions. She provided an example of how she put this into action with a recent student situation 

explaining how responded, “I really need to think about this, like what we're going to do…about 

an hour later I called her back to the office, so I gave myself space to really think about it.” In 

that situation, Principal Hernandez delayed her decision so she was able to process and develop a 

plan of action. Principal Jordan has also used the same strategy,  

I think it has to happen organically. It can't happen right at that moment because 

sometimes emotions are too high. Sometimes you need that 24 hours or maybe a couple 

hours to go by before you can have those conversations, 'cause when you're in the heat of 

the moment your brain isn't ready. 

Giving themselves permission to take the time they need to make sound decisions has come with 

experience. Taking the additional time also allows the building leaders to bring in teammates to 

collaborate in the decision-making process, which makes it easier to see all sides of the matter. 

Principal Hernandez described the process her team uses for all behavioral decisions by sharing, 

I think that's part of what really makes us slow down…we staff pretty much everything. 

Meaning like we have a conversation amongst you know, the folks who are leading over 

discipline. Just about any student situation making a decision so that it's not one person 

who's making that decision and that that really helps to bring some objectivity into it, but 

then also ensure that we’re like recognizing the child is a whole child. 

It is definitely a time commitment, but the intentionality behind the decisions helps the team 

ensure they are making the right decisions for kids. Principal Hernandez’s goal with her team is, 

“really slowing down and really being intentional with those responses.” She finds that they 
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provide more sound responses with positive outcomes when they do. She admitted that 

sometimes they take time to talk about things that are seemingly very simple, but it has become a 

habit with her leadership team, which is helpful when the more significant issues arise. Principal 

Jordan also shared that she does not make tough decisions quickly or in isolation. She revealed,  

I have a team of people that make decisions, and I don’t make decisions quickly, so we 

look at the kid fully before we make a decision. I think sometimes we make a decision 

quickly because something happened. You can’t do that. You have to look at the whole 

situation…and spend the time on it. 

Even though it may feel natural to be quickly reactive when problematic behaviors occur, these 

leaders stress the importance of still taking the time they need and truly considering the possible 

outcomes and solutions. The outcome may be offering to provide additional services to the 

student or family, or tapping into resources that may have been missed without allowing the 

proper amount of time to fully process the situation and needs of the whole child. Principal 

Jordan has found herself asking,  

What can we do to support you Mom, Dad, when you get home? You start thinking of it 

as a way to figure out how do we help them with their mental health so they can be more 

productive in the classroom? So that one incident has shifted my mind on how to help 

kids.  

Taking the necessary processing time has been impactful to these leaders’ practice as they shift 

their thinking in their decision-making and maximize the use of their leadership teams.  

Time for Pre-work and Implementation of Restorative Process 

 As mentioned above, time for decision-making is critical, but time to actually implement 

the restorative practices was also named as an essential component. The most effective 
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restorative circles do not just “happen” at the spur of the moment. There is a significant amount 

of pre-work and pre-planning to create the space for those powerful moments to occur. Principal 

Hernandez shared a story of a student who was very upset about the way some of her peers were 

treating her. She brought the student to her office to discuss possible solutions, and the student 

chose to have a restorative circle. Principal Hernandez reflected,  

She chose the restorative circle. And so that's when we prepped for it and really 

empowered her. And at the end, you know, we ended with…everyone going around the 

circle and saying, like what was the harm that was caused and then we went around again 

and did - What can we do to make it right? And she had final authority over our 

brainstormed list of what we can do to make it right to decide what would feel best for 

her and what she wanted. 

As wonderful as that circle sounds with the opportunity to repair harm and empower the young 

lady who had been harmed, that was the culminating event. Principal Hernandez had to do seven 

different pre-conferences with the various participants to adequately prepare to lead that 

restorative circle. It would have been faster, although likely less effective, for her to quickly 

assign a consequence and move on, but by demonstrating her commitment to restorative 

practices and giving her administrative time to prepare all participants, the outcome was worth it. 

She recounted,  

I did a restorative circle last week on Friday with a fifth-grade class and in order to 

prepare for that, you know, I had to conference with the teacher, with two different 

parents, with the student who was harmed, with the two students who had done the 

harming, and then with the student who as a bystander also felt a lot of harm around it. So 

that was seven pre-conferences in order to prepare for one restorative circle. And it 
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makes it stronger, and it makes it go well. And the outcome was so beautiful and I wish I 

could have filmed it, because every time it just reminds me to trust the process. 

In order to commit this amount of time and to have willing participants prepared to engage, 

everyone has to be on the same page with adequate knowledge and preparation. This includes 

teachers, staff members, students, and families since all have the potential to be involved. 

Principal Hernandez explains what this has meant at her school, 

And so, our whole community is supporting…I think that that's the piece, the challenge 

has been to ensure that everyone in the community understands. And then creating 

systems and structures that truly do allow for restorative practices to happen. Because 

you can believe it all you want. But if you don't have the structures to support it, then it 

won't work. 

Taking the time to build community buy-in, properly do the pre-work, build the systems and 

structures to allow the work to happen are the keys to success for this work. From there as 

Principal Hernandez said, “Trust the process.” The results will come when these pieces are in 

place.   

Time to Build Relationships 

 All the pre-work and administrative time committed to prepare for the restorative circles 

is wasted if there are not relationships built with the stakeholders involved. Principal Smith 

reflected,  

I think the biggest key is the trust that the students and families have in the people who 

are leading that restorative practice - that restorative conference. If the students don't have 

a relationship with the adults who are leading their restorative conference, they’re not 

going to care one bit about what's happening during that conference. 
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In order to get the positive outcomes, there has to be time dedicated to the development of a 

relationship on the front-end. Principal Anderson realized, “These students made gains if I was 

building a relationship with them, and that's kind of what has informed my restorative practice.” 

The students want to be seen and heard, and that is nearly impossible to accomplish without also 

giving them adequate time. Principal Hernandez shared an anecdote of an elementary student in 

her school who was struggling behaviorally in the classroom setting. The student was to the point 

of needing Tier 3 interventions, and the team decided to put an experience-based reinforcer in 

place for him. She shared that due to the student’s love of adult attention, she began allowing 

him to come to her office to play Uno for ten minutes as a reinforcer at the midpoint of his day. 

She explained the impact of this by sharing,  

And so that's, you know, building relationships, building that rapport, giving him 

ownership in, giving him agency in some autonomy over his day because he really wasn't 

getting it anywhere else and then building up that confidence. 

She went on to describe the incredible growth from this particular student moving from 

explosive, challenging behaviors as a first grader to barely being able to pick him out of a crowd 

as a fourth grader. She reinforced,  

I keep saying that it takes a lot of time, but you know, but we knew that it wasn't the kid 

sitting next to him who set him off. It was all the things that happened, you know, before 

he even got to us, whether that was years before or hours before. 

In this situation, instead of assigning punitive consequences for the behaviors exhibited, the 

principal chose to give her own time to build a relationship with the student to grow his 

confidence and support his development. She also took time to determine the antecedent of his 

behavior by discovering what happened prior to him being in her office. By taking a restorative 
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approach and focusing on positive behaviors, he was able to turn things around in his elementary 

career. Principal Hernandez also described the importance of ensuring that basic needs are met 

with her students, which also becomes apparent once a relationship is built. She explained,  

We ensure that among those Maslow's hierarchy of need, that those bottom needs are met 

with other, you know, resources, whether it's food or clothing or you know what have 

you - rent assistance. And so, we work through, you know, we work through those 

pieces…Plus, we know that students really need structure and especially students who 

feel that their life outside of our walls is really chaotic, and so we look at, you know, 

what are ways that we can put structure in for this child. 

Again, it may take time with the student and time to seek out the resources necessary to support 

the identified needs of the student, but removing these barriers helps clear the path to learning 

academically and behaviorally. Principal Jordan even made the connection to her student’s brain 

development and what happens when she is able to build a relationship. “Have that mindset of 

like, I need to build these relationships because it is vital for your brain to have those synapses.” 

Taking the time to build relationships allows the restorative work to be more effective and has 

the potential to have a long-term impact on students. As Principal Hernandez summarized, take 

the time to “Create environments where students build strong relationships.” By committing time 

to spend intentionally with students, they have been able to foster stronger relationships with 

both students and families.  

Time for Staff Self-Care  

It must also be mentioned how important it is for staff members doing this work to take time for 

self-care. Some of the behaviors staff members encounter are frustrating and discouraging, 

particularly when they do not seem to be changing over time. Principal Jordan stated,  
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We have to make sure we're not in that fight or flight mode and you have to kind of 

watch that with people - even with adults. I also know when a teacher is upset about 

something about a kid, like I want him out of my class or whatever that might be, they're 

not ready to have that conversation. So, you have to be regulated…a conversation we 

have [is that] a dysregulated adult cannot regulate a child, so if I'm not regulated or that 

adult’s not regulated or two kids are not regulated, you're not going to be able to regulate 

anybody. So, you have to be at a state of regulation to have those conversations. 

Several participants noted an emphasis on the self-care of the adults in their buildings, which is  

a relatively new area of focus in their schools. Their goal is to support adults in self-identifying 

when they get to the point of dysregulation and to encourage them to say when they need a 

break. It was noted that there are times when the building leader needs to tell them they need a 

break if that self-identification does not occur. Either way, there should be space built in for 

regulation to occur, and it must be acceptable for staff members to take that space without 

judgement. At Principal Hernandez’s school, the system they have developed with staff is,  

They call down to my secretary at the front desk and they'll say Miss Black - I need a 

break, and so then she will either go up herself or she'll get somebody else to go up and 

then we give that teacher, you know, they need a 5- or 10-minute break whatever they 

need. 

Taking that one step further, Principal Hernandez was able to share this need with the parents, 

and the Parent-Teacher Association donated a stack of $5 gift cards to Starbucks to encourage 

these breaks when needed. She divulged,  

I have a stack of $5 gift cards to Starbucks and so when a teacher does need a break, or 

when I think a teacher needs a break…I can hand them a gift card. I can say, why don't 
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you go take a walk over to Starbucks? You know, it's like a 5-minute walk down the 

block, and then come back, and it gives them an opportunity to get out of the building to 

refresh and reset because we know the power of the brain of walking through a doorway. 

That that helps us to reset. 

By normalizing this and encouraging staff self-care and the need to take time, it holds the entire 

team accountable for their actions. The ability to speak up and voice what they need is there, and 

it supports the entire system. Principal Hernandez has intentionally set up this culture to 

empower her teachers to take the time and holds them accountable to be the adult and hold 

themselves to a higher standard. She stated,   

As [an] adult if what you need is a break from a child then you need to use your words 

and say that. You don’t get to blame it on the child, like you have to own that’s your own 

emotion and that you have frustrations you need to work through. And so that also is a 

challenge is just getting the teachers to feel safe enough to own that as an emotion, right? 

And to make sure that we have a culture on staff where that's okay. 

Taking the time for staff self-care is essential to maintain regulated adults who provide a 

restorative culture for their students. Principal Peterson noted how critical it was for him to 

initially realize how impactful his own behavior is on students, which drives home the need to 

self-reflect and maintain self-control. Without this important step, there is a possibility that it 

would be more challenging for teachers to maintain longevity in their roles without burnout, and 

the likelihood of secondary trauma may increase. Principal Smith revealed the success his school 

has had with a reset room for students to access when they are escalated, which is becoming 

more common in schools, but they added a second reset space specifically for staff members to 
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access when they need to gather themselves and take a break. He is setting the tone to normalize 

the need for breaks and providing the space and opportunity for self-care to be prioritized.  

Summary 

The ability of building leaders to truly understand the importance of the gift of time 

across all settings is evidence of their commitment to restorative practices in their schools. 

Whether it be taking time to process a tough decision, giving themselves permission to pause and 

bring in teammates to support their decision-making, allocating the administrative time necessary 

to fully implement the restorative process, or dedicating the time needed to build relationships 

with their students, time is a common thread. And the only way to sustain this work over time is 

to also promote and insist that staff members take the time for their own self-care to stay 

regulated and refreshed in order to be at their best for students. There never seems to be enough 

time, but it is critical to this shift in thinking and practices. 

Theme 4: Commitment Driven by Positive Outcomes  

 Although the principals interviewed each made their shift to the use of restorative 

practices for various reasons, they maintain a commitment to their continued use due to the 

positive outcomes with their students and in their schools. Even beyond the immediate positive 

outcomes, Principal Brown described that, “It's also about teaching human beings how to be 

successful in the world.” The following subthemes describe the various positive outcomes 

specifically with students and with the school as a whole: (a) student voice and ownership, (b) 

students repair harm and develop new skills, (c) culture shift in building, and (d) improved 

discipline data. 

Student Voice and Ownership 
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 Principal King stated an important belief that has driven her work. She shared, “I’ve 

always felt like every kid deserves to have a voice.” She has worked to shift the culture within 

her school to encourage and allow her students to talk about their feelings and support them as 

they work through the various emotions and skills necessary to resolve conflict. She went on to 

say, “It's a very different culture because we just allow kids to talk and advocate.” As a result of 

building these skills, they are also working on the importance of respect for others. She wants her 

students to have a voice and an opportunity to advocate for themselves, but they must maintain 

civility and positivity throughout the process. Sometimes that means the discussion is paused 

until participants are ready to be calm and respectful. She maintains, “Everybody respects 

everybody here or we just don't talk about it right now.” By setting those ground rules and 

consistent expectations, the students are adequately prepared to have the meaningful 

conversation that is needed. Principal Hernandez shared, “If we create environments where 

students build strong relationships and where they feel a sense of ownership and agency in rule 

creation, then they will want to [do the right thing].” Giving students voice and including them in 

the expectations and conversations allows them to have ownership and buy-in to the process 

which creates positive outcomes, which translate to long-term sustainable practices. 

 Participants described the importance of students perceiving that the adults in their lives 

are listening. Examples indicated it can be very frustrating for students and can cause 

unnecessary barriers when they believe they are not being heard. Sometimes students end up in 

the office, but it could have been a misunderstanding with the teacher involved or some version 

of that story.  Principal Jordan has learned that she must honor the student’s voice and provide 

space for the student to be heard before taking action or making decisions. She described her 

thinking as she approaches a student, “Let me listen. First, let me get their statement, let them be 
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heard.” She explained that this may look different depending on the age and developmental level 

of the student involved, but she has learned how important it is to provide that opportunity to 

have voice regardless of the severity of the situation. She explained, 

No matter if they're a kindergartner, or a 6th grader, or a pre-K either draw me what 

happened or they write what happened. That is very important that you give kids a voice 

in that process. And I start off when there is any type of discipline issue - even if the kid 

has done something horrible, I just say you know what? I don't know what has happened 

because I wasn't there. This is your time. Your time to show me everything or tell me 

everything you need to tell me, or you write it all down. 

Sometimes students become so frustrated with adults not listening that they shut down and 

assume they will not be able to speak their truth. Principal Lewis explained that this is part of the 

power of restorative practices by stating,  

As far as the restorative piece, I think all kids benefit from that, and I think the ones who 

benefit the most are the ones who feel like their side is never heard…We've all been in 

situations where we have kiddos who by the time they get to me, they're super frustrated 

because they're like, but this is what I was trying to do, right? This is what I'm trying to 

say. And I'm in a position where I can hear that and listen to that and for whatever reason 

- no blame being placed - it just it wasn't happening in the previous situation. 

This also means that there may be times the adult who was dealing with the situation first got it 

wrong. As a building leader, taking the time to allow the student to use their voice and truly 

listen to all sides may provide important knowledge and information to determine how to best 

support the situation. Principal Brown explained, “When I talk to kids in a way that doesn't 

accuse them as much…it opens up dialogue and so that has been eye opening for me.” He gave 
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an example of a student who had been sent to the office by her classroom teacher and was highly 

escalated. He described how he spoke with her and gave her space to talk about what was really 

happening and to explain in her own words why she was so upset. When he did that, and it was 

clear to her that he honestly wanted to listen to her and actually hear her responses, he was able 

to see her physically relax, and she did share what was bothering her. He connected, 

She just wanted to be heard, and you could see, like she just felt angry and frustrated 

because she's like here we go again, you know, nobody ever sees what happens first. 

They just see me and so I was able to say well why don't you tell me about it. 

Allowing students to have the opportunity to find their voice and to exercise ownership over 

their conflicts and resolutions is a powerful outcome resulting from the use of restorative 

practices.  

Students Repair Harm and Develop New Skills  

An additional outcome after a student finds their voice is often the opportunity for others 

involved to repair the harm that was caused. Principal Hernandez described a successful 

restorative circle in her school and shared the transformation she saw in the student who had 

caused the most harm in that particular situation. She offered, 

In my pre-conference with him, I didn't say you've caused a lot of harm. I said, ‘I need 

your help on this restorative circle. There has been harm caused in your classroom and so 

you’re a classroom leader.’ And it was really powerful, meaning the kid, the student who 

had really caused the most harm, here he was in this circle not only like being a leader in 

answering questions but offering up how we can repair harm. 

Principal Brown also used the word ‘powerful’ as he described the benefit of restorative 

practices. “I think to me, restorative practices are so powerful because they make you reflect on 
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harm caused to others and what your role was in it.” Students may or may not realize how 

impactful their words or actions were on others, so a restorative circle is the perfect place to 

listen and brainstorm ways to make a change moving forward. The structure of the circle ensures 

that all sides are heard, but it is done in a respectful manner. Principal Jordan clarified, “If there 

is harm done, it's really important to listen to both sides of the story…How did that make you 

feel?” Offering students these conflict resolution strategies assists students as they are building 

their own toolkits to handle conflict in the future, and they know the adults involved care about 

each of them as individuals. Principal Miller believes, “I think that [using restorative practices] 

automatically just completely changes their attitude, knowing that they can make mistakes and 

people still care for them and want them.” It is not enough to talk about what happened. That is 

the starting point, but repairing the harm and building skills to use in the future are the pieces 

that create true change for students. When explaining restorative practices Principal Jordan 

stated, “You are teaching a student what to do in situations…you're actually showing a kid a 

different lens, how to respond to different situations.”  

 Conflict will occur in the school setting, but by using restorative practices to address it, 

students can learn from their mistakes and hopefully apply their new skills in the future. 

Principal Hernandez explained how she helps parents understand this concept by saying, 

Conflict is a natural part of life and... I’ll often say to parents who are embarrassed that 

their kid got into an argument, or, you know, snatched something from another student or 

whatever it is.  I say you know what better place for them to learn how to handle that 

disappointment or frustration then school? Like this is, you know, this is the place for 

them to have those challenges. It's better than home where it's their sibling and they just, 

you know, shove them, you know. Let them have it in school where then we can really 
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work on, you know, work on these pieces and work on these skills, and I think that really 

embracing that philosophy as a as a building leader and then also supporting my staff and 

really embracing that [is beneficial].  

Also, digging into those moments to find the valuable lessons instead of quickly moving on is 

how long-term change occurs. Repairing the harm of the situation at hand is a priority, but so is 

what they do with that knowledge when faced with a similar situation down the road. Principal 

Peterson explained,  

I want to help make sure that not only are we correcting behavior and try[ing] to get them 

in a situation where they understand where their mistakes are, but recognizing that there's 

more to the story than just what happens at that particular moment. 

It is an opportunity to teach empathy for others, which helps students become better human 

beings. Principal Peterson continued, “If you can give them the perspective to be able to say, 

‘Hey, this is what happened.’ Now, put yourself in the position of the other student and then let's 

try to figure [this] out.” Students begin to see beyond themselves as they work to understand the 

perspectives of others. According to Principal Lewis, that is where the magic happens. She 

noted, 

I think having the conversations and going through the process is beneficial, but if you 

don't have that follow-up afterwards, if it's just sort of left hanging, then you're missing 

like the heart of it. So, it's more than just like that moment. It's how it's carried out after 

that. 

At that point is where the behaviors start to change according to Principal Smith. He emphasized 

that this process takes time! “The habits that our kids have after 14 years of life are not going to 

be broken in one year's time. There are full-time, year-round programs - residential programs that 
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don't change lifelong habits in one year.” When building administrators remain committed to the 

use of restorative practices, the student outcomes do eventually come. Principal Lewis values the 

opportunity for students to figure out how they have harmed others. “I think that helps you 

understand the impact of what you’re doing and hopefully helps you make better choices down 

the road.” Giving students the opportunity to repair the harm they have caused and supporting 

them as they develop replacement skills are examples of the positive student outcomes resulting 

from the continued use of restorative practices over time in a school.  

Culture Shift in Building 

 Several of the building leaders interviewed expressed the overall culture shift they have 

experienced in their schools, which motivates them to continue emphasizing restorative practices 

with students. Speaking of the overall change in his school, Principal Miller shared, “I'm a man 

of few words I know; sometimes it's hard for me to communicate just how much of a difference 

this means.” When asked specifically about the difference, he explained, “It’s just the tone and 

the atmosphere have changed.” For Principal Brown, it was only after his staff and entire 

community began to understand and embrace the concept that he saw real change. “Once, like 

we really embraced it as a school community and started to use it I was like oh my gosh like this 

really works.” Because of this success, when the district asked him to take on a new leadership 

challenge at a struggling school, he knew he wanted to immediately take steps to begin using 

restorative practices with his new staff as well. Even the students at Principal King’s school have 

developed a tendency to seek a restorative option first when conflict occurs. She shared a story 

of a fight between two students that she learned about because they brought themselves to her 

office to discuss it and seek a resolution. “So, like they know they just come to me now. They 
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just know like that's just the culture in our building now.” It has truly become an automatic 

response even for the students.  

 Principal Smith discussed how impactful the shift has been on his entire building, 

particularly because they were a newly formed school three years ago. He explained,  

I say first semester, our first six weeks, at School C were rough. The very first year that 

we were opening - it was rough. There was no culture, there was no, I mean, we thought 

we had procedures in place. No, we didn't. I thought I knew what I was doing, because I 

had worked at [another high school] and nope - different kids over here. Same kids, but 

different. What we thought we had in place, really wasn't happening. We had to build the 

culture. 

He described the shift to using restorative practices, emphasizing social-emotional learning, and 

the use of a reset room instead of constant suspensions. By making this shift he asserts the reset 

room has, “saved hundreds of suspensions.” These school-wide positive outcomes are part of the 

reason the building leaders continue emphasizing the importance of this work.  

Improved Discipline Data  

A shift in the overall culture of a school is intangible and difficult to measure, although 

clearly impactful to the leaders who have experienced it. The final school-wide positive 

outcome, however, is the actual discipline data collected for each school. Leaders shared their 

successes based on the data collected, which is an important outcome closely examined for their 

school performance and their own evaluations.   

Principal King believes her school district has been supportive of her decreasing 

disciplinary data since she shifted her practices. “They have done a really good job at reaching 

out or even saying, like hey, I notice a huge decrease. You have like a 99% decrease in like 
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suspensions. What are you doing? Can we, you know, pick your brain?” She has been able to 

share her strategies and support other colleagues in their journeys. Principal Miller admitted how 

much he enjoys data analysis, so he has spent a fair amount of time reviewing his school’s data 

points. He articulated, 

But just thinking back just how much different things are, so almost like you could 

almost guarantee there was going to be a suspension in the first day or the first week of 

school. Last year we didn’t have our first suspension until I think November maybe 

December. 

He believes that because of the shift to restorative practices and the overall culture shift in his 

school, incidents that may have been assigned a punitive consequence in the past are few and far 

between. He is proud to share, “So I'd say that's probably been the biggest shift is just seeing, I 

mean, just if you want to talk data, just suspension numbers. I mean our suspension numbers just 

continue to drop.” He is pleased with a quantitative data point to support what he is already 

seeing in his school, and it motivates him to continue the work. 

Principal Jordan also explained her process of digging into the discipline data to the 

teacher and student level to look for trends. She described, 

You have to investigate both sides and I have to see what the teacher’s mindset is. And 

then I start looking at data. Has this particular teacher had more referrals than any other 

teacher? Then that's a problem. I need to see what that is. 

By following this process, she is able to support equitable discipline practices and continue to 

offer support to teachers who may not have made the shift as readily as others. She can also 

identify teachers who are champions with classroom management and allow them to support 

their colleagues.  
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Summary 

 The building leaders interviewed emphasized the power of giving students a voice and 

ownership as part of the restorative process. When they do that, they are helping the students 

who have done the harm in the situation begin to understand what has happened and determine 

how they can repair harm. The value of these situations is that they offer an opportunity to build 

new skills which go beyond the situation at hand to prepare the students involved for future 

situations they may encounter.  

 When providing these opportunities to students over time, the entire school reaps the 

benefits. Some building leaders described a culture shift they have experienced with their school 

community as well as improved discipline data to quantify the trends they are seeing.  

Conclusions  

 This chapter described the four main themes and their corresponding subthemes, which 

emerged from the interviews conducted with building leaders. The first theme was the 

Importance of Professional Development for Leaders, and I described how leaders had little 

professional development starting out as new administrators, but then all nine participants who 

had shifted their practices to be restorative had received formal restorative practice training and 

basic information about Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs).  

The second theme was the Shift in Leader’s Thinking to Student-Centered, and I 

provided examples of how the building leaders determined in their individual roles that the use 

of punitive consequences was ineffective for many if not all students. They realized it was not 

always necessary or appropriate to assign an additional consequence when a student came to the 

office, and they gave themselves permission not to if they determined that to be best. Instead of 

worrying so much about the consequences, they decided to focus on why the behaviors were 
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occurring in the first place, which often lead to learning more about students and using that 

knowledge in their decision-making.  

The third theme was Understanding the Importance of Time. This concept was woven 

throughout the discussions in various capacities with the common theme that time was integral to 

the process. With experience, building leaders determined the importance of taking the necessary 

processing time to make sound decisions, which often included assembling teammates to assist. 

They had to commit the administrative time to do the pre-work and proper implementation of 

restorative practices to see the positive outcomes. They had to take the time to build relationships 

with their students prior to difficult situations occurring to have the best chance of reaching them 

in a restorative manner, and finally, they had to make space for staff members involved to have 

time for the self-care they need to continue the challenging work.  

The final theme was the Commitment Driven by Positive Outcomes, which is how 

building leaders sustained their shift in practice over time. The student outcomes are that they 

have voice and ownership of the situation, and those doing the harm have the opportunity to 

repair the harm and develop new skills moving forward. With the building as a whole, leaders 

appreciate the culture shift they identify throughout their school and the improved discipline data 

allowing them to quantify the gains they attribute to restorative practices. In the next chapter I 

will summarize the study and answer the research questions.  
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS, IMPLICATIONS & CONCLUSION 

 

Introduction & Summary of the Study  

 

 School discipline has been historically handled in a traditional manner with the default 

consequences for misbehavior involving classroom removals the majority of the time and the 

wide-spread use of zero tolerance policies (Skiba et al., 2014; Skiba, 2015). Over the last forty 

years, there have been unintended consequences to this traditional approach, including: missed 

academic opportunities for students, increased numbers of students dropping out of school, the 

creation of the school-to-prison pipeline, and concerns with the disproportionality of discipline 

for underserved populations of students (Costenbader & Markson, 1998; Curan, 2016; Skiba et 

al., 2014; Skiba, 2015). In some cases, the approach building leaders take to school discipline has 

evolved over time from the use of ineffective zero-tolerance policies coupled with punitive, 

exclusionary methods to the use of restorative practices in lieu of traditional consequences 

(Skiba & Losen, 2015; Zehr & Gohar, 2003). Although there have been numerous examples of 

success stories around the globe with the restorative approach, the problem identified is that the 

speed at which school administrators have made this shift, or if they have made it at all has been 

varied, and the sustainability over time is inconsistent (Lustick, 2017; Mayworm, et al., 2016, 

Reed et al., 2020).  

This study focused on the particular knowledge and experiences of school leaders who 

have made the shift to the use of restorative practices in their schools and have the primary 

decision-making authority with discipline in their schools in order to gain a deeper understanding 

of how their shifts occurred and what supported their change in practice. The purpose of this 

study was to examine the experiences and knowledge that inform the decision-making of school 

administrators who uphold restorative practices in their schools.  
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The questions that guided my study were: 

1. What knowledge and experiences shaped P-12 building administrators’ commitment to 

restorative practices?  

a. How does knowledge of constructs such as Adverse Childhood Experiences 

(ACEs) contribute to their commitment to restorative practices?  

2. How does a school leader’s lens change over time when it comes to approaching school 

discipline?  

This general qualitative study identified building leaders from a large school district in the 

Midwest who have made the shift to primarily using restorative practices for non-expellable 

offenses as defined by the district code of conduct. A total of nine (9) individual building leaders 

were identified using purposeful sampling, and they agreed to participate in open-ended, semi-

structured interviews. It was an emergent design, meaning that interview questions shifted 

slightly during the process to allow for maximum understanding of the problem as the study 

progressed. Following the interviews, transcripts were carefully analyzed using Quirkos 

software, and codes and categories were identified leading to four (4) main themes with 

corresponding subthemes for each.   

 The findings of this study are beneficial to researchers exploring the use of restorative 

practices in the school setting because previous studies have been more focused on the results of 

restorative practices as related to student outcomes instead of considering the impact of the 

building leaders on the front lines making the decisions (Mayworm et al., 2016; Song & Swearer, 

2016; Vaandering, 2014). This study involving P-12 administrators considered the knowledge, 

experience, and commitment from each leader with the implementation of restorative practices in 

their respective buildings and how their multiple lenses have shifted and developed over time as 



91 

DISCIPLINE DECISION-MAKING 

 

those factors have grown and changed (Lederach, 2003). The results contribute to the research 

available for school districts determining how to best support their building administrators in 

opportunities to build and develop their knowledge of school discipline and individual leaders 

seeking new knowledge to develop and shift their own lenses when it comes to the use of 

restorative practices in their schools.  

The purpose of this chapter is to revisit the literature review in order to answer the research 

questions and connect to new insights presented in the findings of the study. It provides a 

discussion of the findings as related to the guiding research questions of the study, offers 

implications for practice emerging from the findings, and concludes with implications for further 

research related to this topic.  

Findings Related to the Literature 

 

 In this section, I will discuss each research question and share the findings, connection to 

the research in my literature review, and how it relates to the theoretical framework used in this 

study, which is Lederach’s Conflict Transformation Theory (2003).  The four (4) overarching 

themes are: (1) Importance of Professional Development for Leaders, (2) Shift in Leader’s 

Thinking to Student-Centered, (3) Understanding of Importance of Time, and (4) Commitment 

Driven by Positive Outcomes. In the next section, I will review each of my research questions 

and the corresponding findings which emerged for each.  

Research Question 1: How Knowledge and Experiences Shaped Commitment to 

Restorative Practices  

 All nine of the principals interviewed received formal training with restorative practices, 

which they indicated was impactful in their work. For most, they received little or no training on 

the handling of school discipline in their first roles as school administrators, which seems to 
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describe a “trial by fire” approach for new leaders. Some were at the mercy of the other 

administrators who were around them or preceded them in their roles, which meant there was 

significant variability in the direction and support they received. The reasons these leaders felt 

compelled to use restorative practices varied greatly. In some cases, it was personal due to 

experiencing trauma themselves and desiring to make a difference in an effort to prevent other 

children from experiencing the same. Others did not experience significant trauma growing up 

but identified a desire to understand the needs of their students and make a difference for them as 

human beings. What was consistent was the inconsistency in everyone’s unique story, but what 

they had in common was a realization that punitive consequences were ineffective for a large 

portion of their population leading to bleak student outcomes. Because of this, they sought out 

training in restorative practices to take a different approach (Gregory et al., 2016; Puckett et al., 

2019; Skiba, 2014). Each individual came to that conclusion through their experience working 

directly with students, and several described the “frequent flyers” in the office who prompted 

them to realize they had to respond differently or continue to have the same lack of results over 

time. This demonstrates the importance of providing high quality professional development for 

new administrators so they are able to implement alternatives to punitive discipline and offering 

continued support and opportunities for collaboration and guidance for seasoned administrators 

to promote ongoing growth. Significant shifts in practice occurred following these valuable 

experiences and the acquisition of direct knowledge about the use of restorative practices and 

adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) in the school setting.   

 Once principals made the personal commitment to lead in a restorative manner within 

their respective buildings, it appears they were encouraged to strengthen and extend that 

commitment due to positive outcomes, most of which are student-centered. When given the 
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opportunity to participate in a restorative circle, students have voice and ownership over the 

result, which empowers the person who was harmed and provides a powerful learning 

opportunity to develop new skills moving forward. There is also an increased accountability for 

the person who did the harming (Mullett, 2014; Pavelka, 2013; Ryan & Ruddy, 2015). These 

positive outcomes have been impactful in the schools of the leaders interviewed. They noted how 

purposeful these shifts were for the culture of their entire building and larger community in some 

cases (Payne & Welch, 2018). Success stories were shared of students who were able to 

overcome challenging circumstances and find their voice, students who realized they were the 

ones harming and made a true change, and students who were able to turn their behavior around 

and function independently in the classroom setting for the first time. Being able to anecdotally 

share the success of restorative practices in their own words within their own schools offered 

evidence of the magnitude for these principals and provided a glimpse into the reasons they 

continue to prioritize the work day after day.  

According to leaders, retaining the support of district officials was also helpful with 

ongoing commitment due to positive reinforcement for the decreased office referral data 

demonstrating the effectiveness of the approach and allowing them to quantify the gains they 

attribute to the use of restorative practices. Several described significant drops in the total 

number of referrals year after year, which makes the argument to sustain the commitment and 

also reflects positively for their personal accountability and evaluation as principal.  

 With experience, participants seemed to develop a deeper understanding of the role of a 

building leader and how best to support the restorative work. The importance of time repeatedly 

surfaced throughout the interviews conducted. Time is necessary to process and fully consider all 

factors in a complex situation with the realization that the decisions made carry significant 
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weight for the impacted students and families (Lustick, 2017). Principals explained the 

importance of taking time to assemble their teams in order to have thought partnership and input 

prior to making tough decisions. Time is also important to properly support the pre-work and 

process of the restorative circles, by thoroughly conducting the pre-interviews with participants 

and gathering all the necessary information, both of which have been identified as potential 

barriers for implementation (Reimer, 2011). Relationships are key to this work, but they also 

take dedicated time from administrators to develop with students (Fenning & Jenkins, 2018; 

National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2015; Welsh & Little, 2018). Principals 

shared examples of how they have gone out of their way to get to know their students and 

develop relationships with them, which in turn, has given them a better chance of a successful 

outcome following a restorative circle since that rapport has already been established. They have 

found that students typically do not respond well to restorative practices or interventions of any 

kind from an unfamiliar adult, so committing the time to develop relationships is key. Finally, 

building leaders are likely to offer a higher level of ongoing support to teachers who are 

struggling to self-regulate, or who have the potential to experience secondary trauma when they 

promote and encourage time for self-care with staff members. Recognizing that only regulated 

adults can successfully regulate students is critical (Banks & Meyer, 2017; Martin, et al., 2017; 

Sundborg, 2019). Time is a resource that often feels insufficient, so the decision-making of 

administrators with the choices they make to prioritize how their time is spent becomes essential. 

The way to do this work well and to sustain it in the long-term is to dedicate the necessary 

amount of time in each of these identified areas. This realization appears to have come with 

experience for these participants.  
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 Lederach’s Conflict Transformation Theory (2003) describes how individuals naturally 

have multiple lenses and perspectives to view various conflicts they encounter, but the lenses 

grow and change over time with some becoming blurry while others come into focus. As the 

leaders interviewed described their change in practice following formal restorative practice 

training and first-hand experience with poor student outcomes, it seems their lenses have shifted 

in how they value time and how they view the positive outcomes which sustain the work. This 

transformation in their approach to school discipline is particularly impactful because, as 

Lederach explains, that is how new and evolved thinking occurs. This new thinking gives leaders 

a different perspective and a broader toolkit with which they can use to approach challenging 

situations with students. Lederach also emphasizes the importance of time by explaining that 

conflict transformation is not an overnight, linear process; rather, it is circular in process 

requiring time to find true resolution (Cui, 2014; Lederach, 2003; Reimer, 2019). Applying that 

concept of the circular process fits with the building administrators’ increased value of time and 

emphasis on time spent as their knowledge and experiences develop. In the examples leaders 

shared, they were demonstrating how they serve as peacebuilders with both students and staff in 

order to manage the effects of the trauma and secondary trauma. The use of self-care techniques 

is essential for them to remain balanced, but they must also demonstrate their transformation by 

being willing maximize positive change with their responses (Lederach, 2003; Senehi, 2015).  

Research Question 1a: How Knowledge of ACEs and other Constructs Contribute to Use of 

Restorative Practices  

 Building leaders interviewed were asked specifically about their knowledge of Adverse 

Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and how they use that knowledge in their discipline decision-

making. All nine of the leaders interviewed reported basic knowledge and understanding of 



96 

DISCIPLINE DECISION-MAKING 

 

ACEs and their effects. From the responses given, it appears that this knowledge often plays an 

important factor in how the leaders decide to support their students when misbehavior occurs. 

They have developed an understanding of the ways students react in the school setting and how 

challenging it can be for students to maintain regulation when their home environments are 

unsettled or they have experienced abuse of any kind. Being sensitive to their students’ trauma 

histories and ongoing trauma in some cases, and creating environments to support their success 

were highlighted (Sundborg, 2019; Zung, et al., 2019). Principals described how they have 

shifted their own reactions and approaches to students upon learning their histories and 

discovering what triggers their past and/or current trauma. None of this is possible without 

having knowledge of the students and families they serve, which becomes the foundation of a 

trusting relationship (Martin, et al., 2017). Leaders shared a shift in the way they look at 

challenging behaviors from students. Instead of taking it personally, they realized the behavior 

often had nothing to do with them and was instead connected to previous or ongoing trauma 

elsewhere. Learning about the science behind ACEs provided leaders with a new lens, which 

likely allowed them to truly “see” the situation with a fully developed perspective and respond 

accordingly (Lederach, 2003). This particular knowledge seemed highly impactful for leaders 

and instrumental in their desire to continue using restorative practices as a support for students 

exhibiting challenging behaviors instead of magnifying the issues at hand with additional 

classroom removals or other punitive consequences. It also gave them the freedom to make the 

decision to wrap additional supports around students and families as needed when challenging 

situations came to light, which would not have occurred without leaders having the basic 

knowledge of ACEs and how to best respond. 
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 In Conflict Transformation Theory, Lederach (2003) uses the word “platform” to 

describe the base or below the surface reasons an individual responds in a specific way. He also 

explains that the “epicenter” is the response to the various experiences happening to individuals 

over time. He emphasizes how critical it is to analyze using both when approaching a conflict. 

Principals are doing this by first learning the science of ACEs and their impact, and then they are 

intentionally building knowledge of their students’ past and ongoing circumstances to determine 

how they respond and build trust with each individual. 

Research Question #2: The Change in a Leader’s Lens over Time   

 Each building leader interviewed was able to articulate a shift in their approach to school 

discipline by reflecting on a situation from the past they would have handled differently if faced 

with it now, which seems to indicate the impact of new lenses coming into focus as they have 

grown and developed as leaders. Most of the leaders had a student or specific situation quickly 

come to mind, and several shared their regret and even embarrassment of what they perceived to 

be mistakes and/or mishandling of situations they faced earlier in their careers. Those who did 

reveal these troubling stories immediately followed up with what they would do differently now 

and were quick to explain how much their practices have shifted to become more student-

centered in their approach. 

There were also overall shifts and changes to the way leaders interacted with students in 

general. An example of a change in approach one leader shared is to expect misbehavior instead 

of being surprised by it or always reactive to it. By learning more about their students, 

understanding their backgrounds and unique needs, and building relationships with them, leaders 

described ways they intentionally plan for misbehavior and build in supports to provide learning 

opportunities and skill building (Martin, et al., 2017; Puckett et al., 2019). If students are not 
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developing replacement skills, the behaviors will not change, so this is an important area of focus 

for leaders. Also, instead of being solely focused on the negative behaviors, leaders described 

their shift to seeking why students were exhibiting the behaviors of concern. When they were 

able to get to the root cause and gain a deeper understanding of what the student was seeking, 

they were often able to more effectively solve for the problem and develop a plan of action 

moving forward.   

 Another shift articulated was the realization that they could stop giving a punishment for 

every office referral. Although it may seem to be a simple shift in practice, this detail appeared to 

liberate some leaders from the burden of the past traditional practices they were accustomed to 

with school discipline, and it allowed them to give themselves the autonomy to make student-

centered decisions and use their position of authority for good (Lustick, 2017). In the cases 

where it was known that students had experienced or were experiencing trauma, they could also 

shift to a supportive stance offering resources and help instead of punishment. Regardless, they 

were able to put students first and make decisions that were best for them instead of always 

appeasing the adults in the situation.  

 As mentioned previously, understanding the importance of time seemed to come with 

experience for building leaders, but what is also worth noting is the shift in how the time is used 

following these realizations. Leaders apply their multiple lenses to the situations they encounter 

with students, and how they prioritize their time after gaining knowledge and experience appears 

to change. The transformation leaders are undertaking becomes evident by the amount of self-

reflection and complex thinking they are using to process through the conflict at hand (Bercorpi, 

2018). Lederach’s Conflict Transformation Theory provides a framework to explore the 

importance of relationship building when addressing conflict, which is only possible when given 
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the appropriate amount of time and energy. This leads to the development of the role of 

peacemaker as these leaders prioritize their time to consistently and effectively facilitate 

restorative practices in their schools. 

Implications for Practice 

 

 This study provided a number of implications for practitioners to consider as it relates to 

school discipline. First, training for new administrators appears to be lacking from the university 

level to the district offering the first leadership position. It would be helpful for university 

programs to examine the ground work they are laying in their programs and to consider how 

thoughtful, hands-on opportunities could be provided to aspiring administrators. School districts 

who are hiring brand new administrators should carefully consider their onboarding process, 

professional development opportunities offered, and the coordination of mentors who are 

experienced and successful with school discipline to offer intentional support for the first couple 

of years to guide new leaders in their decision-making efforts.  

 Every administrator who was interviewed had participated in formal restorative practice 

training and was familiar and aware of the implications of ACEs. Both of these topics should be 

cornerstones for all administrators to focus on for professional development, but particularly new 

administrators need this knowledge early in their careers. Leaders interviewed who felt like they 

had mishandled challenging situations early in their careers prior to receiving this training may 

have made different decisions had they known then what they know now and used their 

developed lenses to guide them. Providing this content from the beginning ensures 

administrators have the appropriate tools to support their decision-making in their new roles.  

Providing the training is not enough, however. The system must support and reward the 

efforts of the leaders attempting to be restorative in their approach to students. This means 
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district leaders are onboard with and supportive of student-centered decisions, the dedicated 

administrative time it takes to implement these practices with fidelity, and the resources 

necessary to sustain the work. It is difficult to prioritize this much time if the larger community 

does not value this work and/or understand its importance and potential for change. There must 

also be training opportunities for teachers and other staff members who are involved so all 

stakeholders have access to the same knowledge and the ability to collectively support this 

shared philosophy. Additionally, intentional steps should be taken to educate and engage parents 

and community partners with this work in an effort to offer a cohesive approach  and encourage 

value across the board.  

 Finally, steps should be taken to normalize that there does not always have to be a 

punishment for every offense. Principal Hernandez shared that when she encounters disgruntled 

parents who demand maximum penalties assigned to all students involved in a situation, she 

kindly reminds them that this is not the 1990s anymore, which is often how they were raised and 

is the type of school discipline that is familiar to them. Just because something was handled a 

certain way in the past does not mean it was the best way or cannot be changed. At this point, 

discipline data and the resulting school-to-prison pipeline indicate the ways of the 1990s and 

prior were ineffective and actually harmful to many students, so it is time to let them go (Curran, 

2019; Dunbar & Villarruel, 2002; Skiba et al., 2014; Skiba & Losen, 2015). There may be times 

when a natural consequence occurs as a result of the misbehavior. Other times, the participants in 

a restorative circle may have an outcome which impacts the person who did the harming that 

everyone agrees is appropriate. Sometimes, the building leader has a conversation with the 

student in question to find out what happened and determines additional supports need to be 

added instead of a punishment layered onto the situation, which does not mean the student is 
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“getting away” with that behavior. It is acceptable and good practice; we need to normalize that 

thinking. 

Implications for Research 

 

 The body of research regarding the use of restorative practices has grown, even since the 

beginning of this dissertation process, but there is still very little research specifically focused on 

the building leaders making the frontline decisions about school discipline. It would be helpful to 

replicate this study in other parts of the country to gain the perspectives of a broader group of 

school leaders. This study was focused at one large urban school district in the Midwest, and a 

requirement was that the school’s discipline data be below the district average. As a result, the 

participants were mostly elementary and middle school administrators since the bulk of 

disciplinary offenses tend to occur at the secondary level and their numbers of students are 

higher. It would be helpful to the body of research to extend this study specifically to high school 

principals who have shifted to the use of restorative practices. Their participation criteria could 

be based on a pool of all high schools instead of P-12 since it will likely be difficult for them to 

qualify otherwise.  

 Restorative Practice training has been offered to all administrators in the school district 

where this study took place, so another area of interest would be to interview the administrators 

who have participated in formal restorative practice training but are not currently implementing 

the practices in their school. This would contribute to the available research by providing more 

clarity around why some administrators are resistant and still believe traditional discipline is 

appropriate and would give voice to the barriers and roadblocks they may face.  

 Several administrators indicated teacher resistance was a hurdle for them as they shifted 

to restorative practices. Some have indicated it is teachers who always want to see a punishment 
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and have concerns that a restorative approach is insufficient in addressing the concerning 

behaviors. It would be helpful to the field to learn more about the backgrounds and 

demographics of teachers who believe this to be true. Experience tells me that people have a 

tendency to revert back to the way they were raised, and everyone brings their own biases. It 

would be interesting to learn more about these barriers and determine if there is a need to provide 

training opportunities for teachers to attend to move the work forward.   

 Finally, past research has indicated that there are still areas of disproportionality evident 

in some schools using restorative practices even though their total number of referrals may be 

significantly lower (Mayworm, et al., 2016; Gregory et al., 2018; Lustick, 2017). Further 

research should be conducted to determine how to best support efforts to ensure equity within the 

restorative practices offered in schools.  

Conclusion 

 

 This study sought to learn more about the decision-making buildings leaders use when 

handling school discipline and focused specifically on the shift these leaders have made to be 

more restorative in their approach. By using Lederach’s Conflict Transformation Theory as a 

guiding framework, I was able to learn how the leaders interviewed have multiple lenses that 

grow and shift over time as they develop new knowledge and expand their experiences. Each 

leader interviewed was able to share a personal example of how they have shifted their thinking 

and ways they have become more student-centered with the acquisition of new knowledge and 

experiences.  

 Through the study, four (4) main themes emerged, which provided insight into how this 

shift occurs. Practitioners should place emphasis on high quality professional development for 

administrators, particularly new administrators, in the areas of formal restorative practice 
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training and basic understanding of ACEs. Beyond training, intentional supports should be 

ongoing and supportive of the leaders implementing this framework by utilizing mentorship, 

follow-up training, and continued support from the district level. Knowledge of students is 

critical as leaders develop their lenses to truly “see” a situation and offer necessary resources to 

their students and families (Lederach, 2003). Being effective in decision-making requires a 

commitment of administrative time to process, implement, build relationships, and ensure self-

care. Once administrators begin to see the positive outcomes from these steps, long-term 

sustainability is attainable as the focus shifts to the positive use of student voice, repairing of 

harm and building skills leading to an improved school culture and decreased discipline data.  

 The shift from traditional to restorative decision-making may not be an easy path for 

school administrators, but these participants offered positive examples of growth and 

development as school leaders. Collectively they demonstrated a strong desire to serve the 

children in their schools by disrupting the status quo as they seek to leverage their new 

knowledge and experiences to change and improve a struggling disciplinary system.  
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Appendix 1 

Interview Questions:  

1. Thank you for your willingness to participate in today’s interview. Please start us out by 

telling me about yourself and what brought you into the field of education.  

2. Tell me about your experience as an educator (number of years, assignments, etc.)  

3. Why did you decide to become a school administrator?  

4. What personal, educational or professional experiences have motivated you to be 

restorative in your approach to school discipline?  

5. What training did you receive about handling school discipline when you started as a 

building leader? Have you received additional training opportunities since that time? 

Describe. 

6. John Paul Lederach’s Conflict Transformation Theory explains that conflict is a natural 

part of life.  He says human beings bring a variety of life experiences and “lenses” to 

situations, and they grow and change over time. As one lens moves into focus, the other 

lenses become blurry, although they are still present. Individuals can “look” at an issue 

by identifying what has occurred, but in order to “see” what has really happened, they 

must be able to dig deeper to determine the root cause. Applying that theory, think back 

to when you were first a school leader handling school discipline. How has your lens 

shifted over time? Why do you think that is?  

7. What types of students respond best to traditional, punitive consequences? Restorative 

practices? Why do you think that is?  
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8. Describe a scenario you handled with a student where you followed a traditional path but 

after the fact wished you would have been more restorative. As you reflect back now, 

why was this particular incident impactful for you?   

9. You have identified that you are actively using restorative practices in your school. What 

do you believe is the key to successfully resolving conflict with restorative practices in 

the school setting?   

10. What do you know about Adverse Childhood Experiences or ACEs and the ACE study 

originally conducted between 1995-1997?  

11. What (if any) professional development have you received with ACEs and the impact of 

childhood trauma? Describe what that looked like (presentation, articles, conference, 

etc.).  

12. Does a child’s ACE score or ongoing trauma influence your decision-making when it 

comes to school discipline? Explain. 

13. Share an example of a child you have worked with at your school who had a high ACE 

score or ongoing childhood trauma and how that influenced the way you 

handled/supported that student. 

14. If you had worked with that same student earlier in your career or prior to learning about 

ACEs, childhood trauma or other experiences you have had, how would your lens have 

been different looking at the situation?  

15. What challenges do you face when implementing restorative practices in your 

school/district?  

16. Is there anything else you would like to share that has been impactful in your approach to 

school discipline or your shift to restorative practices over time?  


