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Defining Justice 
 

Briefly write your own definition of “Justice”:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the end of the discipline process, what do you want to see happen for all involved?  

 

 

 

  

Justice is…  

Brandon:  

Those Harmed/Impacted (Teacher, Custodian, Principal, Mother):  

The School Community:  
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Limitations of Punishment  
 

What are the benefits of punitive discipline?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What are the limitations of punitive discipline?  
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Restorative Justice Defined  
 

Restorative Justice provides a framework for building accountability and responding to wrongdoing while 
strengthening individual and community relationships. It is not a singular program or process, rather a 
philosophy and practice based on a core set of principles that emphasize healing and repair over 
punishment, inclusion over exclusion, and individual accountability with a high level of 
community support. Restorative justice is increasingly being applied in justice, school, workplace, and 
community settings with youth and adults.  
 

Adapted from San Francisco Unified School District 
 

Restorative justice is about building and repairing relationships 
 

 

 

 
  

Restoration 
Reintegrating those who have been harmed or have caused harm, restoring them back into the community so that they 
feel cared for and seen as positive contributing members of their community.  
  

Intervention 
Responding to situations and incidents where conflict and/or harm has occurred in a way that supports accountability, 
understanding, reparation of the harm, and healing.   
  

Prevention 
Preventing harm and conflict by helping to build social and emotional competencies and foster a sense of belonging, 
safety, and social responsibility to the community. 
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Restorative Justice in Schools Language 
 

Utilizing the language of restorative justice consistently among the school staff and the parent/family 

community is a simple and effective approach to reinforce the values of relationships, responsibility, 

accountability, and community.  

Community 
Each person’s actions affect the wellbeing of the community (students, school staff, families). Further, the 
strength and health of the community directly impacts the school climate and academic achievement. 
Recognizing the connections between people and the school and valuing each person’s contributions can 
contribute greatly toward the development of positive relationships and sense of social responsibility. Example: 
“We are a community. “ “You are part of a community” “Your community cares about you.” 

 

Impact/Harm 
For both positive and negative actions, recognizing impact helps to teach that one’s actions affect the greater 
community. It is equally important to reinforce positive impact, as it is to teach that negative behavior harms 
relationships and the health of the community.  
Example: “Who was impacted by what happened?” “How was the school harmed by your actions?”  

 

Needs 
When conflict or harm happens, it is important to recognize that ALL parties involved have resulting needs. Giving 
individuals an opportunity to voice their needs is an important step towards identifying what must happen to repair 
the relationships. 
Example: “What do you need?” “What do you think the person you harmed needs to feel safe?” 

 
Repair the Harm/Make Things Right 
Reinforcing the importance of repairing the harm (when one’s actions have negatively impacted the community) is 
a critical component for the restoration of community/relationships when harm has occurred. Giving those 
involved in the incident the opportunity to identify what they are going to do to make things right teaches 
responsibility and holds each accountable for their actions.  
Example: “What needs to happen to make things right?”  “How can you repair the harm that you caused?” 

 
Responsibility and Accountability  
Supporting youth in understanding what it means to be accountable and take responsibility for their actions is an 
important skill. Walking them through a step by step by process where they learn to talk about what happened, 
recognize their choices, see things from the perspective of others, and make things right can be a powerful tool.  
Example: “You have a responsibility to make things right.” “How can you take responsibility for this?” 

 
Choice 
Supporting youth in identifying their choices and what was going on for them at the time of their choices can be 
helpful in helping all involved understand the full scope of the issue and the underlying root causes.  
Example: “What were you thinking and feeling when you chose to ___.” “What was behind that choice for you?” 
 
 
 
 

* Adapted from San Francisco Unified School District  
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Principles of Restorative Justice in Schools 
The following principles reflect the values and concepts for implementing restorative justice in a community 

setting. Under each principle are some of its important implications. 

  

Emphasizes relationships and community 

• Restorative justice seeks to strengthen relationships and build community by encouraging a caring 

community and climate. 

• Relationships are instrumental in building resilience and establishing social responsibility.  

  

Focuses on the harm done (rather than only on rule/law-breaking) 

• Misbehavior is an offense against people and relationships, not just law/rule-breaking. 

• The solution to the offense needs to involve those impacted who can speak to the harms caused 

• Much misbehavior arises out of attempts to address a perceived injustice.  Those who offend often feel 

they have been treated unjustly. Discipline processes must leave room for addressing these perceptions. 

  

Gives voice to the person(s) harmed 

• The immediate safety concerns of the person harmed are primary. 

• Those harmed must be given an opportunity to be acknowledged, supported in identifying their needs, and 

given a voice in the resolution of the harm. 

• The person harmed is the center of the primary relationship that needs to be addressed.  Secondary 

relationships that may have been impacted might include other youth, adults, parents, administrators, and 

community. 

  

Engages and values all voices and stakeholders 

• Youth and other members of the community should be involved in a process of naming the values and 

principles to live by within their community. 

• All members and stakeholders of a community should feel included and valued and know that their voice 

matters (even if they don’t agree or when the relationship is challenging).  

• Those involved in and affected by a given incident should be invited to and included in a process to 

identify harms and discuss reparations.  Outcomes decided must feel fair and reasonable to all 

participating.  

  

Seeks direct accountability (with high level of support) 

• People causing harm should be held accountable for their actions to the people whom they have hurt. 

• The goal of accountability should be about acknowledging harm, understanding impact, and making things 

right (to the extent possible). Consequences should be evaluated based on whether they are reasonable, 

related to the offense, restorative, and respectful. 

• Wrongdoing presents opportunity for change if the process includes active listening, reflecting, shared 

problem-solving, trust, and accountability structures that are realistic and supported.  

  

Aligns systems, policies, and practices with restorative values and lens 

• Practices should be examined through the lens of equity, power, privilege, bias, and being trauma-

informed. 

• Systems and policies are designed to address misbehavior in a way that strengthens relationships. 

• Policies should reflect the values and principles agreed to by the community. 

• Policies should address the root causes of wrongdoing rather than only on the symptoms.  
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Different Viewpoints 
 
Different Questions  
 

Punitive  Restorative  

 

What rule or law was broken? Who has been hurt?  

Who did it? What do they need?  

What punishment do they deserve?  Who’s obligation is it to repair the harm?  

 What is the best process to engage those 
impacted to decide the way forward?  

 

 
Different Viewpoints  
 

Punitive  Restorative  

 

Rule/laws violated People/relationships violated  

Justice focuses on establishing guilt  Justice identifies harms, needs, and obligations 

Accountability = Punishment Accountability =  

• Acknowledging harm 

• Recognizing choices  

• Understanding other’s perspective  

• Making things right  

• Taking steps to prevent future occurrence  

Focuses on the person who caused harm 
(offender) 

Person who caused harm, person who was 
harmed, and community all have a direct role in 
the justice process  
 

Rules often outweigh if the outcome is 
positive/negative  

Person who caused harm is responsible for 
repairing harm, all work toward positive outcomes  
 

No opportunity for remorse or amends  Opportunities given for remorse and amends  

 



resolvecenter.org  •  (541) 770 - 2468 

       1237 North Riverside Ave, Suite 25, Medford, Oregon 97501  8 

 



resolvecenter.org  •  (541) 770 - 2468 

       1237 North Riverside Ave, Suite 25, Medford, Oregon 97501  9 

  



resolvecenter.org  •  (541) 770 - 2468 

       1237 North Riverside Ave, Suite 25, Medford, Oregon 97501  10 

Restorative Questions 
 

To Help Those Who Have Harmed Others (Offenders) 

1.  What happened? 

2.  What were you thinking and feeling? 

3.  Who was impacted by your actions? How? 

4.  What can you do to make things right? 

 
 
To Help Those Who Have Been Harmed (Victims) 

1.  What did you think and feel when you realized what happened? 

2.  How did this impact you and others? 

3.  What has been the hardest thing for you? 

4.  What needs to happen to make things right?  
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Why Use Restorative Justice? 
 

Improves school climate and safety.   

• Restorative practices engage students, improve attendance, lower classroom disruptions, decrease 

referrals, raise academic performance and increase graduation rates. There is a greater sense of 

belonging, safety, ownership, pride and empowerment felt by students and staff. 
  

Builds social and emotional competencies. 

• Students learn and actively practice skills such as self-reflection, self-awareness, empathy, responsibility, 

and effective communication.  

• Restorative practices enhance feelings of inclusion, connection, and restoration instead of exclusion, 

shame, and resentment.  
  

Promotes accountability. 

• Negative incidents are viewed as opportunities for students to become aware of the impact of their 

behavior, understand the obligation to take responsibility for their actions, and take steps toward making 

things right.  

• All members of the school community take personal responsibility to follow through and hold one another 

accountable to the collective values and principles that define the community.  
  

Decreases disciplinary actions and referrals. 

• Students are less likely to act out in restorative school climates and school personnel feel more 

comfortable and competent to respond to situations in the moment before they escalate. 
  

Creates a more effective teaching and learning environment. 

• Students learn the skills to self-regulate their own behavior and understand the impact of their actions on 

others, creating a more harmonious teaching and learning environment. 
   

Addresses “school-to-prison pipeline”. 

• By avoiding exclusionary discipline (such as suspension and expulsion) a student’s risk for involvement 

with the justice systems decreases. Alternatively, students are provided with opportunities to make things 

right and repair harms done while staying in school where they have the greatest opportunity to learn, 

participate, and be part of a larger community. This increases the opportunity for pro-social learning and a 

restored sense of belonging.  
 

Addresses root cause of problem and not just the symptom of the behavior. 

• Inappropriate behavior is often a symptom of something else that is out of balance in the student’s life. 

Restorative practices seek to identify and address the underlying cause of acting out and not just respond 

to the behavior itself.  

Shows quantitative results. 

 Research indicates that implementing restorative practices result in: 

• Reductions in suspensions and expulsions  

• Reduction in disciplinary referrals and detentions 

• Increased in graduation and attendance rates 

• Reductions in bullying, fights, threats, inappropriate behavior, classroom disruptions, disrespect, and theft. 
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Discipline With Dignity: Oakland Classrooms Try Healing Instead of Punishment  
by Fania Davis  

As executive director of Restorative Justice for Oakland Youth, Fania Davis sees programs like hers as part of the way to end the school-

to-prison pipeline.  

Tommy, an agitated 14-year-old high school student in Oakland, Calif., was in the hallway cursing out his teacher 

at the top of his lungs. A few minutes earlier, in the classroom, he’d called her a “b___” after she twice told him to 

lift his head from the desk and sit up straight. Eric Butler, the school coordinator for Restorative Justice for 

Oakland Youth (RJOY—the author is executive director of the organization) heard the ruckus and rushed to the 

scene. The principal also heard it and appeared. Though Butler tried to engage him in conversation, Tommy was in 

a rage and heard nothing. He even took a swing at Butler that missed. Grabbing the walkie-talkie to call security, 

the principal angrily told Tommy he would be suspended. 

“I don’t care if I’m suspended. I don’t care about anything,” Tommy defiantly responded. Butler asked the 

principal to allow him to try a restorative approach with Tommy instead of suspending him. 

Butler immediately began to try to reach Tommy’s mother. This angered Tommy even more. “Don’t call my 

momma. She ain’t gonna do nothing. I don’t care about her either.” 

“Is everything OK?” The concern in Butler’s voice produced a noticeable shift in Tommy’s energy. 

“No, everything is not OK.” 

“What’s wrong?” Eric asked. Tommy was mistrustful and wouldn’t say anything else. “Man, you took a swing at 

me, I didn’t fight back. I’m just trying my best to keep you in school. You know I’m not trying to hurt you. Come 

to my classroom. Let’s talk.” 

They walked together to the restorative justice room. Slowly, the boy began to open up and share what was 

weighing on him. His mom, who had been successfully doing drug rehabilitation, had relapsed. She’d been out for 

three days. The 14-year-old was going home every night to a motherless household and two younger siblings. He 

had been holding it together as best he could, even getting his brother and sister breakfast and getting them off to 

school. He had his head down on the desk in class that day because he was exhausted from sleepless nights and 

worry. 

After the principal heard Tommy’s story, he said, “We were about to put this kid out of school, when what he 

really deserved was a medal.” 

Eric tracked down Tommy’s mother, did some prep work, and facilitated a restorative justice circle with her, 

Tommy, the teacher, and the principal. Using a technique borrowed from indigenous traditions, each had a turn 

with the talking piece, an object that has a special meaning to the group. It moves from person to person, tracing a 

circle. The person holding the talking piece is the only one talking, and the holder speaks with respect and from the 

heart. 

Everyone else in the circle listens with respect and from the heart. 
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As Tommy held the talking piece, he told his story. On the day of the incident, he had not slept, and he was hungry 

and scared. He felt the teacher was nagging him. He’d lost it. Tommy apologized. He passed the talking piece to 

his teacher and heard her story. 

Earlier in the year another student had assaulted her. She was terrified it was about to happen again with Tommy. 

After the incident with Tommy, as much as she loved teaching, she had considered quitting. Tommy apologized 

again for the outburst and offered to make amends by helping her with after-school chores for the next few weeks. 

The teacher agreed to show more compassion in the future if she noticed a student’s head down on the desk. 

Taking responsibility, Tommy’s mother apologized to her son and all present. She rededicated herself to treatment 

and was referred to the campus drug rehabilitation counselor. After the circle and with follow-up, Tommy’s family 

life, grades, and behavior improved. The teacher remained at the school. 

Restoration, not punishment 

Nelson Mandela’s adage, “I destroy my enemies when I make them my 

friends” captures the profoundly inclusive nature of restorative justice (RJ). 

The hallmark of RJ is intentionally bringing together people with seemingly 

diametrically opposed viewpoints—particularly people who have harmed with 

people who have been harmed—in a carefully prepared face-to-face encounter 

where everyone listens and speaks with respect and from the heart no matter 

their differences. The talking piece is a powerful equalizer, allowing 

everyone’s voice to be heard and honored, whether that of a police officer, a 

judge, or a 14-year-old youth. 

If the school had responded in the usual way by suspending Tommy, harm 

would have been replicated, not healed. Punitive justice asks only what rule or 

law was broken, who did it, and how they should be punished. It responds to 

the original harm with more harm. Restorative justice asks who was harmed, what are the needs and obligations of 

all affected, and how do they figure out how to heal the harm. 

Had punitive discipline ruled the day, Tommy’s story would have gone unheard and his needs unmet. Had he been 

suspended, Tommy’s chances of engaging in violence and being incarcerated would have dramatically increased. 

Suspension likely would have exacerbated harm on all sides—to Tommy, his teacher, his family, and ultimately, 

his community. His teacher would have been deprived of hearing Tommy’s story. She might have quit teaching 

and remained trapped in trauma. 

If Tommy had been suspended and left unsupervised—as most suspended students are—he would have been 

behind in his coursework when he returned. Trapped in an under-resourced school without adequate tutoring and 

counseling, Tommy would have had a hard time catching up. According to a national study, he would have been 

three times more likely to drop out by 10th grade than students who had never been suspended. 

Worse, had Tommy dropped out, his chances of being incarcerated later in life would have tripled. Seventy-five 

percent of the nation’s inmates are high school dropouts. 

Getting kids out of the pipeline 

The school-to-prison pipeline refers to the alarming national trend of punishing and criminalizing our youth instead 

of educating and nurturing them. Exclusionary discipline policies such as suspensions, expulsions, and school-

based arrests are increasingly being used to address even the most minor infractions: a 5-year-old girl’s temper 

Fania Davis: "Punitive justice 
asks only what rule of law was 
broken, who did it, and how they 
should be punished. It responds 
to the original harm with more 
harm. Restorative justice asks 
who was harmed, what are the 
needs and obligations of all 
affected, and how does 
everyone affected figure out how 
to heal the harm."  
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tantrum, a child doodling on her desk with erasable ink, or adolescent students having a milk fight in the cafeteria. 

Use of suspensions has almost doubled since the 1970’s. Black students are disproportionately impacted. 

According to data from the U.S. Office of Civil Rights, black students are three times more likely to be suspended 

than their white counterparts for comparable offenses. 

In 2010, the Oakland school board passed a resolution adopting restorative justice as a system-wide alternative to 

zero-tolerance discipline. 

Overreliance on exclusionary school discipline that disproportionately impacts African American youth led the 

U.S. Departments of Justice and Education recently to announce the launch of a national initiative to help schools 

and districts meet their legal obligation to administer discipline without unlawfully discriminating. At the 

January 8, 2014 release of a Guidance Package on equitable and effective school discipline, U.S. Secretary of 

Education Arne Duncan said, “Racial discrimination in school discipline is a real problem today, and not just an 

issue from 40 to 50 years ago.” 

According to a study by the Centers for Disease Control, a student’s sense of belonging to a high school 

community is a top protective factor against violence and incarceration. In addition to convening restorative justice 

circles like Tommy’s, RJOY also uses circles proactively to deepen relationships and create a school culture of 

connectivity, thereby reducing the likelihood that harm will occur. 

A UC Berkeley Law study found RJOY’s 2007 middle school pilot eliminated violence and expulsions, while 

reducing school suspension rates by 87 percent. After two years of training and participation in RJ practices, 

whenever conflict arose, RJOY middle school students knew how to respond by coming to the RJ room to ask for a 

talking piece and space to facilitate a circle. Today, at one of the RJOY school sites, student suspensions decreased 

74 percent after two years and referrals for violence fell 77 percent after one year. Racial disparity in discipline 

was eliminated. Graduation rates and test scores increased. 

In Oakland, RJOY is successfully influencing the school district to make the approach in Tommy’s case the new 

norm. The restorative justice model has been so successful in the schools where RJOY has worked that, in 2010, 

the Oakland school board passed a resolution adopting RJ as a system-wide alternative to zero-tolerance discipline 

and as a way of creating stronger and healthier school communities. 

Young high school students in Oakland with failing grades and multiple incarcerations who were not expected to 

graduate not only graduate but achieve 3.0-plus GPAs. Some have become class valedictorians. Girls who have 

been long-time enemies become friends after sitting in a peacemaking circle. Instead of fighting, students come 

into the restorative justice room and ask for a talking piece and circle. Youth and adults who walk into a circle 

feeling anger toward one another end up embracing. Youth report they are doing circles at home with their 

families. High school graduates are returning to their schools to ask for circles to address conflict outside the 

school. 

Oakland is considered one of the most violent cities in the nation. However, today hundreds of Oakland students 

are learning a new habit. Instead of resorting to violence, they are being empowered to engage in restorative 

processes that bring together persons harmed with persons responsible for harm in a safe and respectful space, 

promoting dialogue, accountability, a deeper sense of community, and healing. 

 
 

Fania Davis wrote this article for Education Uprising, the Winter 2014 issue of YES! Magazine. She is co-founder 

and executive director of Restorative Justice for Oakland Youth. She practiced civil rights law for 27 years. Her 

Ph.D. in indigenous studies led to her work in restorative justice. 


