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Abstract
In this phenomenological qualitative study, the perceptions of middle school teachers regarding
the implementation of restorative practices with their students with disabilities were examined.
Exclusionary suspensions have been overwhelmingly employed to handle student discipline, and
students with disabilities experience these harsh punishments at higher rates than their general
education peers. However, an increasing number of school districts have started to utilize
alternative therapeutic methods, such as restorative practices, to handle conflict and build
relationships. The researcher’s goal was to understand better the lived experiences of teachers
when implementing these practices and understand the challenges they faced while building
connections with their students with disabilities. A transcendental phenomenological method was
utilized to collect and analyze data from semistructured interviews. The researcher identified
barriers to successful implementation and created recommendations for schools looking to
introduce restorative practices.
Keywords: restorative practices, discipline, student-teacher relationships, students with
disabilities
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Public school educators and administrators across the United States ensure that the school
environment is safe while fostering student engagement through academic procedures and
discipline policies (Collier et al., 2019). These discipline policies address both external and
internal factors to maximize learning while minimizing any challenges that jeopardize the school
climate and sabotage students and staff members. Despite efforts to assign discipline more
equitably, students of color and students with disabilities receive harsher exclusionary
punishments that are not proportionate to their peers (Morgan et al., 2019). To address this
disparity, public schools across the country are exploring alternative therapeutic approaches,
such as restorative practices. However, the diffusion and success of these practices through
teacher implementation have been limited.
Background
A positive school climate is linked to positive learning and social experiences (Khan,
2019; Sanders et al., 2018). School districts grapple with multiple factors that play a role in
making day-to-day discipline decisions. For example, the expectation of high performance on
high-stakes testing pressurizes school districts due to funding tied to a system of rewards and
sanctions that are based on test scores (Stotsky, 2016). With the introduction of the No Child
Left Behind Act of 2001 (2002) and the subsequent Every Student Succeeds Act (2015), the
pressure of improving student achievement outcomes took a front seat in education (Heise,
2017). Districts are charged with continuously improving test scores or losing funding (Corrales
& Peters, 2017). This pressure of maintaining discipline at all costs also manifested itself in the
form of zero-tolerance policies (Green et al., 2018).

2
The U.S. Department of Education defines zero-tolerance as policies that predetermine
severe consequences or punishment, such as expulsion for specific offenses (Curran, 2019).
These policies initially gained momentum in the 1970s and 1980s as measures against the war on
drugs (Bell, 2015; Stahl, 2016). However, due to a series of school violence and shooting
incidents which culminated in the Columbine High School shooting, these policies became
mainstream in public schools around the country (Moreno & Scaletta, 2018).
The Gun-Free Schools Act (1994) sanctioned by the U.S. Congress tied public school
funding to the implementation of zero-tolerance policies (Newey, 2019; Smith, 2020).
Subsequently, under this act, more than 10,000 students a year are expelled when they behave
against the local school district’s student code of conduct (Smith, 2020). These acts of
insubordination include not just possession of anything that can be deemed a weapon but also
offenses related to drugs and using fingers to mimic guns (DeMitchell & Hambacher, 2016;
Green et al., 2018).
The initial intention of zero-tolerance policies was to increase the safety of the students
by curbing weapons at campuses as well as maintaining a fair and balanced school environment
(McCarter, 2017; Ortega et al., 2016). However, an overreliance on a one-size-fits-all approach
had many ramifications. The biggest issue that resulted from zero-tolerance was an increase in
students dropping out of school and getting incarcerated as young adults. Many researchers have
called this phenomenon the school-to-prison pipeline (McCarter, 2017; Pesta, 2018; Scully,
2015). The students most affected by this phenomenon belong to families with low
socioeconomic status and students receiving special education services (McCarter, 2017; Pesta,
2018). These most vulnerable students are mostly middle and high school students (McCarter,
2017). These students are 23% more likely to drop out of school after being subjected to
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suspensions or expulsions (Emmons & Belangee, 2018). This makes these students more likely
to enter the school-to-prison pipeline, which has far-reaching societal consequences (Jones et al.,
2018).
Increasingly, these harsh policies have targeted students of color, students with socialemotional delays, students with behavior disorders, and students with learning disabilities.
Research shows that students with disabilities are at higher risk of being suspended at a rate that
is double that of their nondisabled peers (Morgan et al., 2019). Students receiving special
education services in the general education classrooms are significantly more likely to be subject
to mistrust, indifference, and rejection from their teachers (Vidal-Castro, 2016). For example,
students identified with specific learning disabilities, emotional disturbance, and speech
impairments are most likely to get suspended or expelled (Brobbey, 2018). As a result, the
achievement gap that exists between these students and their typically developing peers
continues to grow bigger (Morris & Perry, 2016). This is because these students lose about 18
million days of instruction per school year in the United States due to suspensions and
expulsions (Losen et al., 2015).
In the state of Texas, for the 2018–2019 school year, a total of 117,779 students with
disabilities were suspended, while 1,257 were expelled (Texas Education Agency [TEA], 2020).
The time these students spend away from school not only impacts them academically but also
leads to social stigma, lowered self-esteem, and contributes to feelings of isolation, anger, and
even more maladaptive behavior (Jones et al., 2018). Data from the TEA for the 2018–2019
school year showed that out of all the behavior infractions that led to expulsion or suspension,
only 222 offenses were related to weapons on school grounds. A majority of these behavior
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incidents do not pose any harm to students or staff, yet the number of students subjected to
exclusionary punishments has been steadily rising (Fedders, 2016).
Research showed that the continued use of zero-tolerance policies is ineffective in
shaping maladaptive behavior, and there is a need to explore alternative, therapeutic approaches
such as restorative practices (Daly, 2016; Goldys, 2016; Ortega et al., 2016). These practices
have been advanced by the U.S. Department of Education (2014) since they delve into the root of
maladaptive behavior and reduce discipline disparity experienced by vulnerable student
populations. These practices facilitate students’ understanding of the impact of their behavior in
a nonjudgmental way and contribute to a safe school climate (Daly, 2016; Goldys, 2016; Ortega
et al., 2016).
Restorative Practices
The restorative practice initiative started in the state of Texas in 2015. The state defines
restorative practices as “a relational approach to building school climate and addressing student
behavior, the approach fosters belonging over exclusion, social engagement over control, and
meaningful accountability over punishment” (TEA, 2019a, para. 4). The most commonly utilized
model of restorative practices is whole-school implementation. This model allows for building
and sustaining the existing connections between members of the school community while also
nurturing empathy, compassion, and responsibility in the students (González et al., 2019). The
implementation of the school-wide model may lead to the reintegration of the offender, the
victim experiencing satisfaction, a culture of accountability with a focus on safety, and a reduced
number of school incidents requiring police intervention (Passarella, 2017; Wong et al., 2016).
Researchers have noted several factors that need to be considered when implementing
restorative practices. Notable among those are buy-in and support from the school community
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(Ingraham et al., 2016; Sandwick et al., 2019), ongoing professional development and training
for teachers and school staff (Homrich-Knieling, 2019; Liang et al., 2019; Silverman & Mee,
2018), and an organizational change that focuses on relationships and cultural responsiveness
(Bussu, 2016; Welch, 2018). In addition to these factors, the important role that school
administrators play in leading change also affects the implementation process (Buckmaster,
2016; Duke & Tenuto, 2020).
Statement of the Problem
Restorative practices have been linked to a reduction in student misconduct and office
referrals that lead to student suspension and expulsion (Cook et al., 2018; Gregory et al., 2016;
Ingraham et al., 2016). However, the numbers still leave a lot of room for improvement (United
States Department of Education, 2018a). Researchers have described the restorative practice
method as not imparting enough punishment and consequently the approach not reaching its true
potential (Brantley, 2017; Williams, 2013). This dilemma is evident in a school district located in
North Texas during the gradual implementation phase that started in 2017. The school district is
home to 52,000 students and over 6,000 employees. The district decided to implement restorative
practices due to an overrepresentation of minority students and students with disabilities
receiving exclusionary punishments (TEA, 2020).
The school district followed the guidelines provided by the Texas Education Agency
(2019a) regarding the implementation process. Initially, some administrators received the
training, which was expanded to core subject teachers at the middle school level. However, the
practices have not successfully diffused and have failed to achieve the full, anticipated impact.
This conundrum suggests that factors such as a lack of stakeholder buy-in, resistance to change,
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and implicit bias may be presenting challenges to the implementation process (Ioannidis et al.,
2019).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological qualitative research was to explore
teachers’ perceptions of restorative disciplinary practices as they were implemented in a large
middle school in North Texas. The participants included general education and special education
teachers implementing conflict resolution via restorative circles and treatment agreements to
their students in the special education program. The research utilized semistructured teacher
interviews to gather data. The interview transcripts were coded and analyzed to investigate the
teachers’ point of view regarding the success of restorative practices in reducing behavior
incidents in the class and school setting.
Methodological Approach
This study utilized a transcendental phenomenological approach to qualitative research to
provide objectivity to my perception of the collective experiences of the participants (Henriques,
2014). This approach allowed for a rich, deep, and insightful essence to emerge (Creswell, 2014;
Moustakas, 1994). The initial plan was to conduct the study at a large middle school in North
Texas. For the 2017–2018 school year, the chosen school had over 80% minority students, with
17% of students receiving special education services (TEA, 2019b). Up to four teachers from
each grade level were to be selected to provide data that was analyzed to get an insider’s
perspective regarding the changes in the classroom culture, climate, and student outcomes when
restorative practices were implemented (Creswell, 2014; Moustakas, 1994).
Primary data was collected from semistructured interviews with open-ended questions
(Moustakas, 1994; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). The interviews were recorded and transcribed.
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This facilitated accuracy and provided credibility to the study. After transcription and
verification, the interviews were coded. The first round of coding created clusters of meanings by
finding repetitive or emphasized concepts. The second round explored the interrelationships of
these concepts, while the final step assigned themes to the coded data (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018).
The eventual categories advanced an in-depth understanding of the complexities of the
implementation of restorative practices. As the last step of data analysis, the big picture was
examined to ascertain that the themes corresponded to the research questions.
Research Questions
The primary research aim of this study was to examine middle school teachers’
implementation of restorative practices in their classrooms with special education students so it
builds and sustains long-term teacher-student relationships. Three secondary questions were used
to answer this question:
RQ1. What are the lived experiences of general education middle school teachers
implementing restorative practices in their classrooms?
RQ2. What challenges prevent the effective implementation of restorative practices?
RQ3. When restoration happens, what are the strengths and limitations of the process,
and how do these facilitate teacher-student relationships?
Definition of Key Terms
Disproportionality. The disparity that exists between the representation of a particular
student group in total student enrollment compared to their representation in receiving
exclusionary discipline. For example, in Texas, students receiving special education make up
9.1% of the total enrollment (TEA, 2019a). However, statewide data from the American Civil
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Liberties Union (2018) showed that students with disabilities were suspended at a rate that is
double than their nondisabled peers.
Exclusionary punishment. Disciplinary actions such as in-school or out-of-school
suspension or expulsion that result in the removal of a student from the classroom or school
setting (Thompson, 2016).
Restorative practices. An alternative discipline approach that focuses on restoration,
rehabilitation, collaboration, and communication (Daly, 2016; Goldys, 2016; Mansfield et al.,
2018). These practices have their roots in the criminal justice system, and they advance a
student’s understanding of the impact of their behavior while also enhancing it in a
nonjudgmental way (Mansfield et al., 2018; McNicol & Reilly, 2018; Ortega et al., 2016).
School-to-prison pipeline. One of the adverse outcomes of harsh exclusionary
discipline, which also leads to students getting into altercations with the law, involvement with
the juvenile justice system, and eventually dropping out of school (Anyon et al., 2016; Peguero
& Bracy, 2015; Tyner, 2017).
Students with disabilities. These are students “having an intellectual disability, a
hearing impairment (including deafness), a speech or language impairment, a visual impairment
(including blindness), a serious emotional disturbance (referred to as an ‘emotional
disturbance’), an orthopedic impairment, autism, traumatic brain injury, and other health
impairment, a specific learning disability, deaf-blindness, or multiple disabilities, and who, by
reason thereof, need special education and related services” (Individual with Disabilities
Education Improvement Act [IDEA], 2004, para. 1).
Zero-tolerance practices. Disciplinary approaches that are inspired by the Gun-Free
Schools Act of 1994. Under this act, school administrators are required to expel any student who
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brings a weapon to the school campus (DeMitchell & Hambacher, 2016; Vidal-Castro, 2016).
Over time, these policies gained momentum to include other offenses such as drug and alcohol
possession and other behaviors that involve insubordination. Research showed that these policies
predominantly target minority students and students with disabilities (Buckmaster, 2016; Haight
et al., 2016; Mizel et al., 2016).
Chapter Summary
The prevalence of harsh discipline being disproportionately administered to students with
disabilities needs to change so our students can achieve their academic and social goals
equitably. For this change to happen, our teachers must believe in alternative disciplinary
approaches and shift their focus toward relationship building and sustaining connections with
their students and their families. By utilizing zero-tolerance policies, schools are contributing to
discipline disparity and putting students with disabilities on life-long paths of failure due to lost
instruction time and increasing academic gaps. Additionally, these students who often have
behavior needs do not get the social skills support or coping skills they need to be successful in
society. This study examined teachers’ perceptions regarding the implementation of restorative
practices by employing a transcendental phenomenological approach. The collected data
provided an insight into teacher and student outcomes regarding restorative practices and their
role in the student-teacher relationship. Chapter 2 provides a literature review of the background
and justification of this study through existing research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
This literature review focuses on the background and history of punishment and
discipline approach in United States schools during the 19th and the 20th centuries and their
eventual progression into 21st-century zero-tolerance policies. Specifically, the negative
implications of these policies on students, especially those with disabilities, will be reviewed.
Moreover, the path to therapeutic discipline alternatives such as restorative justice will be
discussed, and the role these practices play in rebuilding the school and classroom climate will
be examined. Last, teachers’ perceptions of implementing restorative practices will be reviewed.
During the initial phase of this study, I reviewed journal articles regarding discipline
disparity toward students of color and the use of restorative practices. Abilene Christian
University’s OneSearch was utilized to locate these articles. The keywords used during this
phase were minority students, discipline, and suspensions. The search criteria were limited to
scholarly, peer-reviewed academic journal articles between the years 2015 through March 2020.
These limitations yielded 4,483 results. A separate search using the same parameters with the
keywords zero-tolerance policies, school-to-prison pipeline, students with disabilities, and
restorative practices yielded 299 results. In addition to online articles, ProQuest Dissertations
and Theses Global was also utilized to study recent dissertations and to become familiar with
doctoral-level writing and dissertation organization expectations. The keywords used were
restorative practices, discipline, and public schools. The Little Book of Restorative Justice by
Zehr (2015) provided the theoretical framework for this literature review. Additionally, online
data from the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and the U.S. Department of
Education’s Individuals with Disabilities Education Act were also consulted. The Positive
Behavioral Interventions and Supports website was also studied to understand the positive
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behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS) framework. All searches were conducted in Google
Chrome or Firefox on a MacBook Air.
The amount of research available on suspensions, school-to-prison pipelines, and students
of color is overwhelming. This data is also utilized by states’ educational agencies for funding,
monitoring progress, and introducing new measures to close the achievement gap. Additionally,
extensive studies reporting the effects of the school-wide implementation of restorative practices
or restorative justice and consequent reduction of office referrals are also available. However,
studies regarding students with disabilities and restorative practices are limited. Similarly,
studies focusing on teachers’ perceptions of the implementation process and on student-teacher
relationships are limited.
The primary purpose of reviewing the literature was to understand the history of
discipline, the introduction of zero-tolerance policies, and their subsequent effects on
suspensions and harsh exclusionary punishments. The addition of students with disabilities
further provided a narrower lens, which aided in gaining an understanding of the problem that
exists in public schools and the alternative discipline approaches that are being utilized to meet
the needs of these students.
History and Background of Discipline and Punishment
Colonial America during the 1700s was heavily influenced by religion, which also
shaped discipline practices. Children received corporal and physical punishments both at home
and in the school setting (Cremin, 1970; Vieth, 2017). The widespread belief was that the
children reflect the values of their parents, and by enduring physical punishment, they are being
saved from a life of sin (Iacob & Groza, 2019; Petry, 1984).
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Although school discipline has evolved significantly since the 1700s, corporal
punishment is still carried out in some public schools throughout the country (Lassonde, 2017).
In 1977, the United States Supreme Court upheld corporal punishment as having roots in
common law customs (Garrison, 2007). There are currently 19 states, with over 160,000 students
enrolled, who face this type of punishment every year (Lassonde, 2017).
Discipline in the 19th Century
At the beginning of the 19th century, John Jacques Rousseau and Immanuel Kant
recognized the need for a curriculum that taught self-discipline and social skills (Iacob & Groza,
2019). Additionally, they also advocated for the cultivation of teacher-student relationships and
collaboration with families (Iacob & Groza, 2019). It was also during this period that the idea of
the school’s environment expanding outside the classroom began to take hold. This opened the
way for the teachers to become a part of the students’ social circle (Beisaw & Baxter, 2017). The
common-law doctrine in loco parentis (in place of parents) made the teacher responsible for
disciplining the student. The doctrine also paved the way for the mindset that teachers had legal
authority in place of the parents. Therefore, teachers running one-room schools dealt
expeditiously with students engaged in maladaptive behaviors (Beisaw & Baxter, 2017; Iacob &
Groza, 2019).
The most common punishments included whipping with a switch or a wooden ruler on
the buttocks or the hands, spankings, sitting in the corner with a dunce cap on one’s head, and
standing with one’s nose to the wall. However, not all discipline involved corporal or physical
punishment; students were also made to memorize lengthy verses containing moral messages and
copy or write ethical sentences repeatedly. These punishments aimed to remind the student of
behavior expectations. They also lost time for lunch and were made to sweep and scrub the
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floors of the one-room schools, and the boys were forced to wear a bonnet and sit with the girls
(Cremin, 1970; Vieth, 2017).
By the mid-19th century, Horace Mann from Massachusetts and Henry Barnard from
Connecticut initiated the free public education movement for all children (Iacob & Groza, 2019).
Children during this period were instructed in reading, writing, spelling, arithmetic, and moral
instruction. The public opinion supported by the Whig Party and championed by Thomas
Jefferson was that by providing universal public education, the issue of disobedient children
would also be solved (Iacob & Groza, 2019).
Discipline in the 20th Century
In the early to mid-1900s, U.S. schools utilized corporal punishment not just as a method
of behavior control but also to ensure that the students were being motivated to learn (Gershoff
& Font, 2017). However, as the flow of immigrants increased, the opinion that all children in
U.S. schools needed to conform to Anglo-Saxon culture started to dissipate (Fontes, 2017; Iacob
& Groza, 2019).
In the 1960s, President Kennedy pushed for investments in education as a pathway to
economic growth and stability (John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, n.d.). The
next decade saw the rise in the privatization of industries and the mass incarceration of minority
youth with the expansion of class conflict (Sellers & Arrigo, 2018). This class conflict also
became evident in the school system, with campuses in poor neighborhoods suffering from lack
of resources and low expectations (Edwards, 2016; Sellers & Arrigo, 2018). However, the
overrepresentation of minorities in the criminal justice system led to schools’ utilization of outof-school suspension as a method of reducing student misbehavior (Edwards, 2016).
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A rise in antidrug laws, especially in the state of New York, paved the way for zerotolerance policies to become mainstream. In 1988, U.S. Attorney General Edwin Meese initiated
these policies as a national model, with orders to the U.S. Customs to employ zero-tolerance
toward anyone carrying trace amounts of illegal drugs. These steps also added to Black and
Hispanic males being disproportionately incarcerated initially in New York and eventually
across the country (Bell, 2015).
On the other hand, a series of shootings that culminated in the 1999 Columbine High
School shooting resulted in the introduction of harsher school discipline policies that utilized
suspension or expulsion as punishments (Cornell, 2015; Cuellar & Markowitz, 2015; Moreno &
Scaletta, 2018). The pressure to maintain school discipline at all costs manifested itself in the
form of zero-tolerance policies (Green et al., 2018). The U.S. Department of Education defined
zero-tolerance as policies that predetermine severe consequences or punishment, such as
expulsion for specific offenses (Cornell, 2015; Curran, 2019).
Introduction of Zero-Tolerance Policies
Zero-tolerance policies in public schools were introduced in the 1990s as a reaction to
school violence and shootings (Cornell, 2015; Moreno & Scaletta, 2018). Initially, these policies
aimed to increase the safety of the students and staff by maintaining a secure school environment
(McCarter, 2017; Ortega et al., 2016). Subsequently, the 1994 Gun-Free Schools Act (GFSA)
resulted in expulsions of students who brought anything that could be deemed a weapon to
school. Administrators, over the years, have increasingly relied on exclusionary punishments
under the umbrella of zero-tolerance, with the practice extended to kindergarteners getting
punished for minor infractions (Cornell, 2015; Green et al., 2018).
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Background
The origin of zero-tolerance policies can be traced back to efforts to crackdown on drug
trafficking. The Rockefeller drug laws of 1973 mandated 15 years to life sentences for
individuals who were caught in possession of drugs (Bell, 2015; Lynn, 2018). These laws were
the first example of zero-tolerance and were disseminated due to the perception that
rehabilitation efforts of individuals involved in drug usage and trafficking were failing (Bell,
2015).
The broken windows theory that started in New York City was essentially zero-tolerance
that focused almost exclusively on minority communities and those belonging to a lowsocioeconomic status. Although the intention behind the broken windows and zero-tolerance was
to ensure the public’s safety, the results were increased policing and overenforcement of law for
minor offenses. The repercussions ranged from missed school time or work to loss of
employment, nonpayment of rent and bills, and families going hungry, leading to escalating
misconduct. Additionally, the racial disparity was also evident since most arrests were made
based on appearances and the location of the neighborhoods (Dohy & Banks, 2018; Howell,
2016).
Progression
The presence of police officers on school campuses as security officers, which made
some schools safer, also led to an increase in students being referred for behavior infractions.
During the 2007–2008 school year, approximately 21% of American schools had at least one
police officer on duty (Dohy & Banks, 2018). These numbers doubled for the 2015–2016 school
year, with 42% of campuses having a full-time officer and up to 57% of schools having other
security measures in place (National Center for Education Statistics, 2018). Research also
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showed the presence of police officers was more prevalent in inner-city schools with higher
minority student populations (Campbell et al., 2018).
The amendments to the Gun-Free Schools Act of 1994 and the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) made the allotment of federal funds contingent on the
schools enacting zero-tolerance policies. This opened the one-size-fits-all punishment door for
many school administrators (Duxbury & Haynie, 2020). Additionally, communities accepted
zero-tolerance policies and police officers on campuses under the perception that the schools
were becoming safer (Cornell, 2015). However, the added pressure of zero-tolerance and the
presence of school officers failed to reduce behavior infractions (Gerlinger & Wo, 2016).
Effects of Zero-Tolerance on Students
Zero-tolerance policies that result in students missing instructional time have been
associated with many negative consequences, such as lower grades, decreased social acceptance
by peers, stigma, lowered self-esteem, and dropping out of school (Cholewa et al., 2017; Faria et
al., 2017). Additionally, students of color and those with disabilities face suspensions and
expulsions at a rate that is higher than their peers (Anderson & Ritter, 2017). For the state of
Texas, data reported by the ACLU (2018) showed that for the 2015–2016 school year, for every
100 students in Denton County, Texas, the number of days lost was 16 for Black students, while
this number was four for White students. The report also showed, across the United States, over
96% of serious offenses reported did not involve weapons. Instead, these were incidents of fights
or threats, not involving weapons (ACLU, 2018).
The students who face isolation due to exclusionary discipline develop feelings of shame
and alienation and express themselves with acceleration in maladaptive behavior (Buckmaster,
2016). Students who repeatedly get suspended or expelled start seeing the school system as an
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unjust place and their own situations as helpless (Kennedy-Lewis et al., 2016). In their adult
years, these same students become increasingly involved in criminal activity, domestic violence,
and unemployment (Wolf & Kupchik, 2017). Additionally, the racial disparity that arises from
the overzealous enforcement of zero-tolerance leads to widening academic and achievement
gaps, decreased or missing student-teacher relationships, and indifference toward learning
(Anyon et al., 2016).
Effects on Minority Students and Students With Disabilities
The adoption of zero-tolerance and exclusionary discipline has led to a large number of
students of color, especially at the secondary level, being suspended or expelled (Curran, 2019).
Multiple studies showed that African American and Hispanic male students are overrepresented
in exclusionary and harsh discipline data (Brown & Steele, 2015; Cholewa et al., 2017). Schools
that are located in areas with dense minority populations rely on suspensions and expulsions,
which lead to an increased punishment gap between White students and their peers of color
(Roch & Edwards, 2017; Van Dyke, 2016). Black and Hispanic students, both male and female,
receive suspensions for behaviors that are deemed as disrespectful, truancy, dress-code
violations, and insubordination (Del Toro, 2018; Smolkowski et al., 2016; Wun, 2018).
These exclusionary discipline practices are also related to other factors such as family
income, legal status, level of education, and disability status (Anderson & Ritter, 2017).
Research also showed that students who are English learners (ELs) are disproportionately
suspended and expelled, especially during their middle and high school years (Burke, 2015;
Peguero & Bracy, 2015). Unlike their African American peers, the rate of dropping out of school
for EL students is low; however, the continued suspensions and expulsions of these students
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have been linked to underperformance on standardized testing and overall low academic
achievement (Burke, 2015).
Students with disabilities get suspended at a rate that is double that of their nondisabled
peers (Morgan et al., 2019). Especially, those who receive special education inclusion services in
general education classrooms are significantly more likely to experience mistrust, indifference,
and rejection from their teachers and peers (Vidal-Castro, 2016). Students with specific learning
disabilities, emotional disturbance, and speech impairments are most likely to get suspended or
expelled (Brobbey, 2018). As a result, the achievement gap that exists between these students
and their typically developing peers continues to grow bigger (Morris & Perry, 2016).
Implicit racial and gender bias among school staff and the administration plays a role in
decisions regarding discipline; for example, during the first 90 minutes of instruction, a majority
of teachers assign office referrals to minority students or students with disabilities when
compared to their peers (Smolkowski et al., 2016). Studies have found that students with autism
can provoke implicit bias based on negative stereotypes. When this bias merges with racial or
gender bias, it results in higher rates of bias toward students with disabilities (Rynders, 2019).
These most vulnerable students are 23% more likely to drop out of school after suspensions and
expulsions (Emmons & Belangee, 2018). Researchers have called this phenomenon the schoolto-prison pipeline (McCarter, 2017; Pesta, 2018; Scully, 2015). This phenomenon has life-long
negative consequences.
School-to-Prison Pipeline
The school-to-prison pipeline emanates from educational and safety policies that cause
the removal of students engaged in maladaptive behavior from the school environment into the
juvenile justice system. This results in an increased probability of incarceration for at-risk
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students (Dankner, 2019; Yang et al., 2018). Research showed that exclusionary discipline
practices, continued academic and social failure, lack of coping skills, and school dropout are
contributing factors to the school-to-prison pipeline (Dankner, 2019; Mendoza et al., 2020; Yang
et al., 2018). These exclusionary discipline practices stem from zero-tolerance policies, which
impact students of color and students with disabilities disproportionately (McGrew, 2016;
Rodríguez Ruiz, 2017).
Factors at school, such as ineffective behavior interventions, lack of connections between
students and teachers, lowered expectations, and implicit bias toward race and disabilities, along
with missing family involvement and poverty, lead to students receiving suspensions and
expulsions (Carter Andrews & Gutwein, 2020; Mallett, 2016; Yang et al., 2018). The data for
2019 showed that across the country, over 48,000 youth are incarcerated in juvenile or criminal
justice facilities (Sawyer, 2019). According to federal guidelines, youth should only be confined
in juvenile detention centers for serious, violent, or repeat offenses (National Institute of
Corrections, n.d.). However, more than 4,000 youth are imprisoned for low-level offenses
(Sawyer, 2019). Students with disabilities experience incarceration at a rate that is up to 30%
higher than their peers. Among these students, most notable are learning disabilities, emotional
disturbance, intellectual disabilities, and attention deficit disorders (United States Department of
Education, 2018a).
The absence of strong relationships between students and teachers has been linked to
ethical issues, grade retention, widening academic gaps, low self-esteem, and acting-out behavior
(Anyon et al., 2016; Yang & Anyon, 2016). On the other hand, the intentional cultivation of
connections, unbiased approach, and promotion of respect toward all students allow ownership
and a sense of community (Anyon et al., 2016). The U.S. Department of Education has made
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equitable treatment of all students a top priority, with the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act (2004) outlining ethical concerns toward the discipline of students with disabilities.
Individuals With Disabilities Education Act
Students with disabilities often endure feelings of isolation, lack of approval from their
peers and teachers, and higher incidents of bullying (Wells et al., 2019). These feelings lead to
misconduct, truancy, and victimization leading to physical and emotional harm (Rose & Gage,
2017). The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004) offers guidelines meant to
advance inclusion, self-advocacy, and the dignity of students with disabilities. The IDEA was
first introduced in 1975 as the Education of All Handicapped Children Act; its primary purpose
was to provide free and appropriate education to all students regardless of the level of their
disability (Koseki, 2017). A subsequent reauthorization of IDEA in 1997 focused on reducing
discrimination and the stigma surrounding disabilities while promoting the concept of dignity
and identity (Blanck, 2019). Students with disabilities are removed from their educational
placement for behavioral reasons at rates that are higher than their nondisabled peers. However,
they are provided certain protections under IDEA (2004). These protections come from the
recognition that maladaptive behavior may be connected to a students’ disability (Krewson,
2016).
IDEA: Update of 2004
The update to IDEA in 2004 offered protections to students with disabilities by
specifying discipline regulations that schools must follow. The update sanctioned by Congress
focused on discipline disparity arising from race, specific categories of disabilities, special
education placement, and exclusionary punishments. The law mandated that states monitor the
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local education agencies (LEA) for discipline disproportionality and create research-based plans
to address these issues (Green et al., 2018).
The IDEA (2004) prohibited schools from suspending students in the special education
program for behaviors that were determined to be a manifestation of their disability by the
individual education program (IEP) team. Therefore, students with disabilities should not
automatically receive the same punishment as their nondisabled peers. If the IEP team
determines that the behavior incident was due to a student’s disability, then it becomes the
school’s responsibility to provide the student with an opportunity to show progress on their
behavior goals. This rule is applicable if the total number of days a student with disabilities has
been suspended involved 10 or more school days (Krewson, 2016). However, this still leaves the
door open for students with disabilities to be suspended disproportionately (Loveless, 2017).
The law also required that schools create an action plan that addresses the establishment
of campus-based equity teams, review the student code of conduct, and implement evidencebased practices that focus on positive behavior support (Green et al., 2018). In the absence of
positive relationships, students with disabilities face adverse consequences such as loss of
instructional days, chronic absenteeism, being held back, and disconnection with the school
(Castillo, 2016; Jacob & Lovett, 2017). A report by the National Collaborative on Education and
Health (2015) found that 24% of students miss school due to mental health issues. Therefore,
schools need to utilize discipline approaches that address the coping skills of students with
behavior impediments while also focusing on their academic achievement (Christani et al.,
2015).
Research shows that there are reciprocal connections between academic or social
achievement, behavior, and student-teacher relationships. Students who feel supported by their
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teachers experience motivation not just in academics but also in creating sustained relationships
with their peers (Iotti et al., 2020). Additionally, IDEA (2004) mandated a shift in discipline
from the punishment of the behavior to prevention by modeling, reinforcing, and rewarding
positive behavior skills in students with disabilities (Ohio Coalition for the Education of
Children with Disabilities, 2019). In 2014, the U.S. Department of Education recommended
positive behavior interventions and alternative behavior techniques to help reduce discipline
disparity and create a more conducive climate for academic and social learning.
Alternative Approaches to Exclusionary Punishment
Research showed that therapeutic alternatives to harsh discipline led to improved student
outcomes and the acquisition of skills that assist them past the walls of their campus. Notable
among these are social-emotional learning for students, school-wide implementation of
restorative practices, culturally relevant training and programs for staff, and positive behavioral
supports (Welsh & Little, 2018). These alternatives focus on collaboration, community
engagement, classroom management, and the proactive teaching of social and coping skills to the
most vulnerable students in a nonthreatening and respectful manner (Steinberg & Lacoe, 2017).
Positive Behavior Interventions and Support
One of the most widely implemented evidence-based behavioral approaches is positive
behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS). The focal point of PBIS is proactive teaching of
school-wide academic and behavior expectations while rewarding students who demonstrate
these expectations. Since this approach does not rely on harsh punishments, it leads to a positive
school climate where students’ academic and behavioral needs are met (Baule, 2020; Malloy et
al., 2018).
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In 2018, the Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports reported that this
framework had been adopted by more than 25,000 schools nationwide. Although the system is
designed to support all students, it is primarily geared toward the behavioral needs of students
with disabilities, the reduction of exclusionary punishments, and ongoing learning for both staff
and students (Kittelman et al., 2019).
A 2017 study conducted at a Midwestern high school found that school-wide
implementation of PBIS led to student suspensions dropping by 17% over the course of a single
year (Baule, 2020). Additionally, research also found that schools that utilize the PBIS approach
with fidelity suspend only 4% of their students, which is below the national average (McIntosh et
al., 2018).
PBIS Framework
Positive behavioral interventions and supports is supported through the U.S. Department
of Education, which provides funding to schools for the implementation and continued
application of the discipline approach. The key characteristics of PBIS are based on researchbased practices, data-driven decisions, ongoing professional development for staff, shared
leadership, and continuous monitoring of outcomes (Kincaid et al., 2016). The PBIS framework
consists of a three-tiered model: (tier 1) school-wide implementation of evidence-based practices
for all students, (tier 2) targeted focus on students who need additional support, and (tier 3)
individualized plans for students requiring intensive interventions (Malloy et al., 2018).
Within the school setting, students respond positively to clear expectations and consistent
guidelines when they also feel cared for and connected with the staff (McLean et al., 2020). At
tier 1, the PBIS model is implemented through the universal screening of students, school-wide
modeling of shared values, and differentiated academic and social instruction. Tier 2 includes
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small-group targeted behavioral instruction provided by staff according to the needs of the
students. Last, tier 3 requires student-centered individualized planning that is based on functional
analysis of the problem behavior (Malloy et al., 2018). Nationwide data shows that more
elementary than secondary schools have implemented PBIS; however, research shows that this
framework has the potential to meet the behavioral needs of adolescents in a developmentally
appropriate way (Bradshaw et al., 2015; Freeman et al., 2016). In addition to focusing on
equitable discipline practices in schools, PBIS also supports the mental health needs of youth in
juvenile justice facilities (Jolivette et al., 2020).
PBIS and the Mental Health of Students With Disabilities
Students with disabilities often have mental health needs that present in the form of
insubordination, impulsive behaviors, and verbal and physical aggression (Council for
Exceptional Children, 2019). Factors such as family dynamics, socioeconomic status, diet, and
deficits in academics, are linked to students engaging in inappropriate behavior that leads to
suspensions or expulsions (Council for Exceptional Children, 2019). However, the
implementation of a school-wide or juvenile facility-wide PBIS tier-1 model supports the needs
of all students while allowing the staff to collect data on students who require more intensive
interventions (Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, n.d.).
For students with an IEP, the framework of PBIS advances a discussion of not just the
problem behavior but also its purpose so the staff can proactively take steps to influence and
prevent the behavior. These steps are planned and implemented throughout the school year
before an incident happens or before it escalates. This approach allows the staff to recognize the
function of the behavior. Therefore, school staff can model and teach positive behavior
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expectations while simultaneously creating connections with the students (Ohio Coalition for the
Education of Children with Disabilities, 2019).
PBIS and Educational Settings
The IDEA (2004) guarantees students with disabilities the right to free and appropriate
public education (FAPE). This right assures that students in special education receive specially
designed instruction that centers around their individualized needs. Additionally, IDEA (2004)
provides these students the right to related services, accommodations, and modifications that are
best suited to their disability. Another essential component of IDEA (2004) was the provision of
a least restrictive environment (LRE). To the best extent possible, an LRE ensures that students
with disabilities would be placed in an educational setting alongside their peers who do not
receive special education. Placement in a separate or different setting is only allowed if the
student’s social or academic needs cannot be met in the general education setting (United States
Department of Education, 2018a, 2018b).
The reauthorization of IDEA in 2004 also paved the way for Response to Intervention
(RtI), which aligned students with disabilities’ individual needs with evidence-based
interventions to ensure their academic success (Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports,
n.d.). The introduction of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015 initiated a multitiered
system of supports (MTSS) which combined the components of PBIS and RtI to serve the whole
child instead of focusing separately on academic and social-emotional growth (United States
Department of Education, 2018a, 2018b).
These changes to federal law eventually led to a 2017 decision by the U.S. Supreme
Court (Endrew F. v. Douglas County School District, 2017). It established a higher benchmark
for schools on how to monitor students with disabilities and make decisions regarding their
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programming and placement. Whole-school implementation of the PBIS model includes
teachers, counselors, administrators, and other staff in the school setting. However, research has
found that monitoring the individual needs of students with disabilities when implementing
school-wide PBIS is a low priority (Shuster et al., 2016). The Endrew F. v. Douglas County
School District (2017) ruling also had implications for how MTSS is delivered to students with
disabilities within the school’s various settings.
The state of Texas employs a Performance-Based Monitoring Analysis System (PBMAS)
at the district level to monitor special education settings and services (TEA, 2019a). In 2016,
changes to Indicator 10 in the PBMAS framework shifted the focus on the disproportional
representation of students with disabilities getting in-school and out-of-school suspensions and
expulsions rather than on the total number of students receiving these punishments (TEA,
2019a). This change compelled school districts to reexamine their discipline data and conceive
action plans to rectify the situation.
Research showed that instructional settings incorporated in students with disabilities’
continuum of services, where their behavioral needs are met with evidence-based strategies,
reduced this disproportionality. The MTSS model supports students with disabilities by utilizing
a three-tiered framework. While tiers 1 and 2 focus on data-driven consultation and coteaching,
tier 3 provides intensive instruction with paraprofessional support. Students requiring intensive
academic and behavioral interventions such as small group teaching, individual seating,
reminders of expectations, replacement behaviors, and coping skills benefit from these databased educational, supportive settings (National Center on Intensive Intervention, n.d.; Sailor et
al., 2018).
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During the 2016–2017 school year, the district where the study took place instituted an
instructional setting for students with disabilities based on data-driven interventions. This
educational setting was initiated as an alternative to harsh disciplinary placements of students
with disabilities to reduce exclusionary punishments. Following the MTSS model’s
recommendations, this setting provided campuses the flexibility to proactively teach social skills,
focus on specially designed instruction, and assign disciplinary time while still assuring that the
students are not out-of-placement.
Students Served Under Section 504
Section 504 is another civil rights statute that ensures that the free and appropriate public
education (FAPE) needs of the students who do not qualify for special education services under
IDEA (2004) are met. A student can be served under Section 504 if one of three conditions are
met: (a) the students’ one or more major life activities are substantially limited due to a physical
or mental impairment, (b) there is a history of such an impairment, or (c) the student is perceived
to have such an impairment (Zirkel & Weathers, 2015).
Federal law (IDEA, 2004) requires schools to conduct Child Find annually to identify
children who may require special education and related services. These children undergo an
evaluation process to determine eligibility for special education. In cases where a student does
not qualify, they are considered for services under Section 504. Additionally, teachers, social
workers, therapists, and parents can also make a referral (Schraven & Jolly, 2010). Schools
develop an individual accommodation plan for each eligible student under 504, which assists
them in receiving FAPE in the least restrictive environment. In addition to academic
accommodations, students exhibiting maladaptive behaviors also receive a behavior management
plan, which is collaboratively developed with input from the staff and parents. These plans are
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monitored and data is analyzed to determine the interventions’ effectiveness (O’Connor et al.,
2016).
Although both IDEA (2004) and Section 504 are related to the needs of students with
disabilities, there are significant differences, which range from funding to the implementation
process (Zirkel, 2011). However, similar to IDEA (2004), students served under Section 504 also
require a manifestation determination meeting in cases where the behavior becomes dangerous.
In these cases, if a student has missed more than 10 days of their regular educational placement
due to being suspended, then the 504 committee must meet to determine if the behavior is due to
the student’s disability. If the behavior is determined to be a manifestation, then the student
cannot be suspended or expelled, and the school must reevaluate the students’ placement
(Hocker, 2015).
Section 504 and Students With Disruptive Behaviors
Students can exhibit disruptive behavior for various reasons. According to the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual 5th Edition (American Psychiatric Association, 2013), conduct disorder or
oppositional defiance disorder most commonly co-occur with attention deficit disorder or
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. However, IDEA (2004) does not have a specific category
that establishes eligibility for these students. While some students with psychiatric diagnoses
may qualify as emotionally disturbed or under other health impairment, there are many who do
not meet the requirements. The definition of a disability under Section 504 is much broader;
therefore, their needs can be met by behavior management plans implemented in the general
education classrooms (O’Connor et al., 2016).
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Student-Teacher Relationships and School Climate
Student-teacher relationships based on the values of kindness, mutual respect, and
positive citizenship led to increased academic motivation and self-efficacy (Raufelder et al.,
2016). These relationships become crucial at the middle school level when students encounter
multiple teachers during the school day, and peer pressure becomes more pronounced (Prewett et
al., 2018). For students with disabilities, the attitude of teachers paves the way for their peers to
be inclusive without prejudice and discrimination (Polo Sánchez et al., 2018). Polo Sánchez et
al.’s 2018 study found that teachers reported less closeness to students with autism, and the
students’ classmates also experienced this lower level of camaraderie. Additionally, a lack of
meaningful relationships was also linked to students having trouble adjusting to the school and
its expectations (Zee et al., 2020). This maladjustment often leads to bullying, increased mental
health issues, and a victim mentality (Salle et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2020).
Theoretical Framework
A school climate that promotes respect, dignity, and a restorative mindset advances
opportunity for stakeholders to heal and repair rather than chastise and punish (McCarter, 2017).
The transformation of the response to maladaptive behavior sets the stage for welfare, justice,
and rehabilitation (Zehr, 1998). This concept provides a sharp contrast to traditional retribution
approaches employed by school districts. Additionally, it coordinates well with this research’s
intent to study the implementation of restorative practices from the teachers’ perspective and its
effects on building and sustaining long-term teacher-student relationships.
The theory of justice introduced in the 1980s by Howard Zehr provides this study’s basis.
The theory states that a crime is a violation of people and relationships, and the needs of the
victims, the offenders, and their community need to be addressed through a framework of
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accountability and reparation of losses (Noakes-Duncan, 2016; Zehr, 1998). Restorative justice is
guided by principles of responsibility, such as who has sustained the harm? What are the needs
of the victim, and third, who can make restorations (Pfeil, 2016; Zehr, 1998)? The theory of
justice directs attention to the connection between the parties involved in an offense.
Additionally, it highlights the importance of the underlying factors of community and family and
the role of the presence or absence of relationships between the parties.
The first guiding principle of harm encompasses both the offender’s actions and the
emotional harm inflicted on the victim. The action that leads to harm causes feelings of suspicion
and mistrust in both the victim and the offenders’ community. However, Zehr (1998) did not
simplify all actions of harm; he acknowledged that there are instances where the offender is
accountable for the offense and must fulfill their obligation to society (Zehr, 1998). In these
cases, the offender may be suffering from a lack of understanding about their actions. Restorative
justice provides the lens for empowering the victims by prioritizing their needs. However, the
restorative framework also facilitates a holistic approach to repairing harm, thus including the
needs of the offender in the reparation (Zehr, 1998).
A school culture of harsh discipline looks at every offense as another opportunity to
inflict punishment (McCarter, 2017). However, restorative justice views accountability as central
to the obligations of the offender. Through the lens of restorative justice, these obligations are
considered essential to building trust and restoring relationships. The restorative justice lens also
perpetuates the wellbeing and sustenance of all relationships as viewed through the lens
of shalom in the New Testament. This concept conveys the various dimensions of physical
wellbeing, meaningful relationships among community members, and moral integrity. Although
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restorative justice requires the offender to set things right, it is the community that plays a pivotal
role in supporting their needs (Zehr, 1990).
The last principle of the theory of restorative justice focuses on repairing relationships
and the role of mediators. These mediators facilitate the process of reconciliation in a safe place
while also addressing the past, present, and future needs of the offender and the victim (Zehr,
1990). The potential for lasting change grows from an understanding of how the offense is
impacting the victim and the community. However, Zehr (1990) also cautioned that forceful
compliance to the mediation process defeats the purpose of restorative justice. Therefore, the
cultivation of relationships is crucial to the success of the restorative framework.
Restorative Practices
Restorative justice is grounded in developing community-based approaches that are
founded upon channels of communication, collaboration, and relationships (Bhandari, 2018;
Hopkins, 2015; Zehr, 1990). As an alternative to punitive discipline, it facilitates the interruption
of the school-to-prison pipeline while providing young at-risk students opportunities to build and
sustain positive relationships and learn coping skills that can carry them into adulthood
(Bhandari, 2018; Hopkins, 2015).
Origin of Restorative Justice
The origin of restorative justice, as defined by Zehr (2015), can be traced to the
Mennonite theology, which revolved around the relationship between peace and justice. This
concept involved the promotion of justice by focusing on relationships. Therefore, the emphasis
stayed on the outcome rather than the procedure. This model of restorative justice’s fundamental
axiom consisted of a community approach toward the crime and the offender. The resolution of
an offense, though led by the elders, involved active participation from the community, and the
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focus was on the rehabilitation of the offender. Additionally, healing circles allowed the victim
to address the offense in a safe place while the offender learned responsibility (Zehr, 2015).
The 1990s saw the earliest implementation of restorative justice with youth in New
Zealand, prompted by the introduction of the Children, Young Persons, and Their Families Act
of 1989 (New Zealand Legislation, n.d.). These measures were based on principles of culturally
sensitive treatment of children and young adults who were caught committing offenses. The
1989 act paved the way for supporting the youth and their families while trying to reduce the
number of children and youth involved in the criminal justice system (Maxwell & Morris, 2006).
The subsequent progression of restorative justice to New Zealand schools aimed to restore
relationships and support the victim and the offender in such a way that developed a sense of
responsibility in both parties (Wearmouth et al., 2007).
In the United States, community justice was used before the public justice system to
resolve conflicts with punishment seen as a last resort. The establishment of courts and the rule
of law led to the present criminal justice system, which has been well documented to have
adverse effects on youth (Normore, 2017). The International Institute of Restorative Practices
(IIRP) was founded in Pennsylvania in 1999 to move the focus away from zero-tolerance and to
find ways to build and sustain relationships among communities (International Institute for
Restorative Practices Graduate School, n.d.). The U.S. Department of Education lists restorative
justice as guiding principles that improve a school’s climate and positively impact students’
academic achievement (2014).
Restorative Justice Framework
The restorative process advances face-to-face dialogue while addressing the harm to the
victim and emphasizing healing for both parties involved in an offense. The restorative justice
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framework is based on the principles of restoration for all the stakeholders, participation and
open communication, and the community’s role in upholding peace (Fronius et al., 2019; Levad,
2012). Public schools value collaboration and communication in addition to the safety and
security of all the stakeholders. Restorative justice principles make the model an apt fit for the
public-school setting (Fronius et al., 2019).
Juvenile Justice and Restorative Practices
Within the criminal justice system, the social welfare of youth is essential to ensure
rehabilitation and reduce future crime involvement (Levad, 2012). However, traditional
punishment and subsequent rehabilitation methods have proven to be ineffective in keeping
troubled youth out of the criminal justice system. The origins of the juvenile justice system in the
United States can be traced back to 1899; nevertheless, the debate on which rehabilitative
measures are most compelling continues (Dowd, 2015). Finding an approach balanced in
ensuring accountability and safety while teaching juvenile offenders responsibility for their
actions has been a challenge that can be met through restorative practices (Zehr, 2015).
Comparing traditional juvenile justice with restorative justice showed vastly different
approaches to how an offender is held accountable. Although responsibility for the crime or the
offense is central to both concepts, the juvenile justice system utilizes punishment as being
answerable for the harm. One of the earliest examples of restorative justice with youth comes
from the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) in 1977, which funded
nationwide research and training for the Restitution Education, Specialized Training, and
Technical Assistance (RESTTA) Project. These early efforts led to the formation of the Balanced
Approach, which advanced a more restorative response to the needs of juvenile offenders
(Pavelka & Thomas, 2019).
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The Balanced Approach utilized an individualized approach to accountability while
emphasizing the safety and accountability of the offending youth. Another salient aspect of the
strategy was a conscious effort to develop youths’ skills so they can become productive citizens
and contribute positively to their community (Pavelka & Thomas, 2019). Overall, since the
beginning of the 21st century, 32 U.S. states have adopted some model of restorative justice for
the reformation of juveniles involved in the criminal system. The state of Texas devoted 130
million dollars to incorporate restorative justice to reduce the incarceration of juveniles and also
to lower the costs tied to court proceedings (Silva, 2017).
Restorative justice conferences present opportunities for juvenile offenders to deal with
the impact of their wrongdoing while also deciding on how to repair the harm that they have
caused. The youth who typically get involved with the criminal justice system are not fully
developed either emotionally or cognitively. Therefore, a response that is different from adults
meets their needs better than a traditional punishment approach (Suzuki & Wood, 2018).
Additionally, a community-based restorative program also meets the needs of youth stigmatized
by society as troublesome and faced with punitive punishments (Sellers, 2015).
Restorative Justice and Juvenile Mental Health
Minority youth offenders and young adults with disabilities are more susceptible to
having their maladaptive behavior labeled as criminal instead of an outcry for mental health help
(National Conference of State Legislators, 2018). Often, incarceration is the first opportunity
these at-risk youth have to access mental health care. However, data from the U.S. Department
of Justice showed that the traditional juvenile justice system is ill-equipped to handle the
counseling and psychological needs of these young adults, leading to repeated run-ins with the
law, substance abuse, and escalating mental health issues (Barrett & Olle, 2016).
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Over two-thirds of young adults involved in the juvenile justice system suffer from more
than one psychological disorder. These disorders often go undiagnosed and lead to repeat
offenses and declining mental health. Although early juvenile courts relied on multiple measures
of punishment and rehabilitation, community-based alternatives are gaining momentum. A study
conducted in Philadelphia found that restorative interventions that include the at-risk youths’
family and community improve behavioral health while facilitating readjustment to society and
their peers (Heilbrun et al., 2017).
Focused efforts to implement measures based on restorative justice principles in public
schools can be traced back to the past two decades. A 10-year study conducted in California
showed that public schools that implemented multicomponent restorative practices saw a steady
decline in absenteeism while improving students’ grades and overall academic achievement. The
research also showed an increase in positive school climate and improved dynamics of adultstudent relationships (González et al., 2019; Todić et al., 2020).
Principles of Restorative Practices
The criminal and juvenile justice system has utilized restorative justice in the United
States since the 1970s. The restorative intervention, with its foundational value of meeting the
needs of all individuals, made the transition to public schools as a proactive outlook toward
discipline. Research shows that the restorative mindset involves practices that involve the victim,
who is viewed as a stakeholder having an active role in the outcome of the event. Similarly, the
offender is provided with opportunities to be accountable for their behavior and make the
necessary amends. These opportunities lead to a focus on the event’s impact and the opening of
communication channels between the stakeholders (Garbett, 2016; Hopkins, 2015).
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Restorative Practices in Education
Although the model of restorative practices employed in schools closely mirrors the one
utilized by the criminal justice system, schools focus more on establishing proactive therapeutic
measures. These could be a collaborative development of school and classroom expectations,
acknowledgment of responsibilities, positive personal interactions, and utilization of dialogue.
These essential elements of restorative practices allow the school to function as a community
where students and staff learn the impact of their actions and recognize the harm they may be
inflicting on vulnerable student populations such as those who receive special education (Fronius
et al., 2019; Garbett, 2016; Smith et al., 2015).
Within a school setting, the implementation of restorative practices typically follows a
continuum of interventions that are designed to decrease confrontation and foster a conciliatory
atmosphere. These interventions are affective statements and questions, spontaneous dialogue,
circles, and conferences (Wachtel, 2016). Studies show that when compared to zero-tolerance
policies, restorative interventions reduce the number of suspensions and expulsions, which
facilitate the narrowing of the discipline disparity (Anyon et al., 2016; Kline, 2016).
A study conducted in Chicago during the 2012–2013 school year investigated the
implementation of the Building Bridges intervention based on the principles of restorative
practices. This intervention required students who had committed offenses to engage in activities
that developed their decision-making skills based on the nature of the referral they had received.
Results showed that the intervention advanced self-awareness of actions and increased empathy
for those who may have gotten hurt due to maladaptive behavior. The participating schools also
saw an overall decrease in office referrals, out-of-school suspensions, and referrals to the police
and students (Hernandez-Melis et al., 2016).
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A positive factor of restorative practices is teachers and students communicating their
feelings as part of an ongoing conversation. This helps in identifying the detrimental impact of
the damaging actions and the harm they may cause to the school community (Wachtel, 2016).
Research showed that increasingly zero-tolerance policies were being employed for nonviolent
offenses, such as students getting suspended for making laser noises while pointing their fingers
at their peers or for bringing nail clippers to school (DeMitchell & Hambacher, 2016; Green et
al., 2018; Smith, 2020). However, when restorative practices are utilized, the students invariably
start viewing the classroom as a safe place where their behavior is not the main focus (Silverman
& Mee, 2018).
Impact on School Climate
Campuses that embrace restorative practices as their central disciplinary concept
positively impact the climate of the school. The restorative mindset provides a reframing of
perspectives (Passarella, 2017; Wong et al., 2016). Therefore, conflicts are viewed as
opportunities to grow and build trust. This climate of trust is advanced by restorative practices
like circles and conferences, which, when conducted regularly, strengthen relationships and
empathy (Hulvershorn & Mulholland, 2018). Restorative circles are safe spaces that promote the
wellbeing of all. Though a facilitator holds the circles, they can be initiated by any of the
stakeholders. This opens the door for adult-facilitated as well as peer-mediated sessions (Ortega
et al., 2016; Payne & Welch, 2018). Therefore, students learn social as well as leadership skills,
which they carry outside the circle and into the school setting (Ortega et al., 2016). A 2016 study
focused on student and teacher outcomes after implementing restorative circles found that all
parties experienced an increase in improved relationships, proactive prevention of conflict, open
dialogue, and ownership of the destructive behavior (Ortega et al., 2016).
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Opportunities for adult-led sessions or peer mediation and dialogue also create a sense of
accountability during conferences. Schools implementing restorative practices provide training to
their staff to lead the dialogue between the victim and offender in a way that promotes maximum
restoration and community ownership (Ortega et al., 2016; Payne & Welch, 2018). Research has
also found that a nonthreatening school climate steeped in restorative practices is linked to an
increase in academic achievement and motivation (González et al., 2018; Ortega et al., 2016).
Restorative Practices and Students With Disabilities
Students with disabilities are more likely to engage in maladaptive behavior. Thus,
leading to harsh exclusionary punishments and early involvement with the juvenile justice
system, which has lifelong negative repercussions (Haight et al., 2016; Morgan et al., 2019;
Zhang et al., 2014). In most cases, these students already have behavior intervention plans as
required by the IDEA (2004). Although the law states that the student’s disability must be
considered before the school takes disciplinary action, there are numerous instances of students
being unfairly punished (Green et al., 2018; Krewson, 2016; Loveless, 2017; Shaver & Decker,
2017). Often, the social and emotional needs of these students are masked by their behavior,
which could be cries for help (Getty, 2018). Discipline policies that acknowledge the socialemotional needs of students with disabilities improve student behavior significantly (Duong et
al., 2018; Gregory & Fergus, 2017). The research on the impact of restorative practices,
specifically on students with disabilities, is sparse. However, instruction at schools that integrate
higher-level thinking skills with social-emotional learning has been shown to positively impact
the success of students with disabilities (Duong et al., 2018; Espelage et al., 2015).
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Implementation of Restorative Practices and Students With Disabilities
Multiple studies have proven the effectiveness of restorative practices in reducing the
number of office referrals (Daly, 2016; Goldys, 2016; Mansfield et al., 2018). For example, a
study conducted at a large urban school district found that when implemented over several
semesters, restorative practices led to a decrease in office referrals for students of color. These
students were also the ones who overwhelmingly utilized these interventions (Anyon et al.,
2016). Additionally, there are studies that present administrators’ or teachers’ experiences
regarding whole-school implementation of restorative practices and the subsequent reduction in
racial disparity (Buckmaster, 2016; Darling & Monk, 2018).
These studies provide the foundation for research regarding the implementation of
restorative practices with students with disabilities. Data shows that restorative practices
facilitate students’ understanding of the impact of their behavior in a nonjudgmental way,
contribute to a positive and safe school climate, and help build connections between teachers and
students (Daly, 2016; Goldys, 2016; Ortega et al., 2016). Research also shows that a higher level
of fidelity of implementation of restorative practices is linked to a higher success rate of
achieving equity in school discipline (Gregory et al., 2016). Therefore, a study of the teacher’s
perspectives will provide information that increases the fidelity of implementation. Additionally,
the study will facilitate the identification of the factors contributing to the ongoing discipline
disparity and the struggle schools are facing in executing restorative practices successfully.
Chapter Summary
The literature discussed in this chapter acknowledged the negative implications of
exclusionary discipline on students with disabilities and advances therapeutic disciplinary
interventions such as restorative practices. However, a review of the literature also recognized
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the potential for school districts to understand the teachers’ perceptions in the implementation
process of restorative practices. This understanding is crucial to the success of a sustainable,
restorative disciplinary practice program for students with special needs. My aim for this study
was to understand teachers’ perceptions and identify the challenges they face that affect studentteacher relationships and their classroom climate.
Chapter 3 discusses the methodology of this research. Through a transcendental
phenomenological qualitative design, I expected to understand the perspectives of the teachers
who have been trained in restorative practices and who implemented the intervention since 2017.
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Chapter 3: Research Method
The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine the perceptions
of teachers at a large middle school in North Texas regarding the implementation of restorative
practices with their students with disabilities. Transcendental phenomenology, practiced by
Moustakas (1994), provided the design of this study. Restorative practices with their foundation
in restorative justice reduce the impact of harmful conduct while increasing empathy, building
and sustaining relationships, and a positive school climate (Wachtel, 2016). Data from
semistructured interviews provided in-depth insight into teachers’ perceptions regarding the
impact of restorative practices on their classroom culture and student-teacher relationships
(Bevington, 2015).
This chapter provides the details of the design and method of my research study. The
design, method, setting, and participant requirements presented were supported by recent
research literature. Data collection and analysis protocols outlined the transcendental
phenomenological qualitative approach methods that provided an in-depth view of the problem
being examined. The procedures for establishing trustworthiness and dependability in the results
are also discussed. Finally, ethical considerations, philosophical assumptions, and limitations of
the study are presented.
Research Design and Method
A transcendental phenomenological qualitative study design was utilized for this
research. A qualitative approach advances knowledge of the phenomenon being studied in a new
light while still relying on the insight of the participants’ lived experiences (Bansal et al., 2018;
Creswell, 2014). A qualitative design works well when the problem being studied requires a
more profound insight than a yes or no hypothesis. Additionally, qualitative research is holistic,
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provides flexibility by exploring the participants’ emotions and behaviors, and goes beyond the
researchers’ understanding of the phenomenon. Within the qualitative framework,
phenomenology strives to explain the essence of the common characteristics of the problem
being studied (Watson, 2018).
A phenomenological approach provides the opportunity to understand the meaning of the
experiences and their significance in the lives of the stakeholders (Hopkins et al., 2017). A
transcendental qualitative design was selected for this study because I had experienced the early
stages of implementing restorative practices in the district being studied. Therefore, the data
needed to be collected objectively without any personal bias.
Edmond Husserl pioneered transcendental phenomenology in 1900 in an attempt to
understand human experiences better. The main concepts of transcendental phenomenology were
founded on reflection and description while giving meaning to the data collected based on human
experiences (Moerer-Urdahl & Creswell, 2004; Moustakas, 1994). The two most popular
approaches to phenomenology are considered to be hermeneutic and transcendental. The two
methods present different philosophies regarding the study of the human experience and the
collection and analysis of data. Hermeneutic phenomenology was advanced by Heidegger, who
was a student of Husserl, but Heidegger eventually moved away from the transcendental
approach (Moerer-Urdahl & Creswell, 2004).
The understanding of meaning is central to both philosophical approaches. However,
hermeneutic phenomenology concerns itself with understanding the phenomenon being studied
by comprehending its historical context and conducting a reflective interpretation of the data
collected (Laverty, 2003; Moerer-Urdahl & Creswell, 2004; Watson, 2018), whereas
transcendental phenomenology seeks to impart an understanding of the phenomenon by
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connecting conscious knowledge with the perceptions and senses that form experiences. This
knowledge provides depth to the meaning of everyday lived experiences (Moustakas, 1994).
Since this study was investigating the “what” and “how” of the lived experiences of middle
school teachers, a transcendental phenomenological approach was most appropriate for this
research.
The transcendental phenomenological approach provides objectivity by allowing the
researcher to examine the phenomena beyond what is being encountered. This was achieved by
observing each concept as if it is being seen for the first time (Henriques, 2014; Moustakas,
1994). Other factors were concentrating on the wholeness of the experience while searching for
meaning by setting aside any prejudices and staying wholly open and receptive to the
phenomenon being studied (Moustakas, 1994).
The idea that knowledge begins with experience and cannot exist without the
perspectives of those who are immersed in that experience originated with Husserl and was
upheld by Moustakas (1994). Therefore, the researcher’s role is to move beyond what is being
seen and consciously appreciate the phenomenon. Husserl called this kind of authentic
observation as epoche, which requires a conscious process of clarity, disruption of personal
assumptions, and a suspension of personal prejudgments. This phenomenological study design
relied heavily on reflection; however, in addition to reflection, it was crucial to describe the
experience without adding personal influence. Husserl’s precondition to transcendental
phenomenology was epoche, where the experience is to be bracketed from personal inhibitions
(Overgaard, 2015). As mentioned earlier, I had limited prior experience with restorative
practices, and transcendental phenomenology was chosen to assure that personal experiences do
not cloud the phenomenon being studied. To ensure bracketing, I kept a journal to notate
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personal opinions, prejudgments, and views, especially, after interviews to ensure the
interpretive emergence of the teachers’ experiences (Bednall, 2006; Moustakas, 1994).
Data from recent studies supported the use of transcendental phenomenology when the
focus of the research needed to be on the perceptions of teachers implementing or introducing
new techniques in the classroom. A 2018 study conducted in Ohio examined the perceptions of
middle school teachers regarding the introduction of 1:1 technology in the classroom (Luo &
Murray, 2018). Similarly, a 2019 study investigated the impact of instructional coaches
collecting classroom data and utilizing it to improve student learning in the classroom
(Westmoreland & Swezey, 2019). Likewise, a study geared toward the introduction and adoption
of Common Core State Standards and its implications on teaching practices also employed
transcendental phenomenology (Young & Goering, 2018). Each of these studies utilized data
collection and analysis methods that were consistent with a phenomenological methodology.
Therefore, the use of transcendental phenomenology aligned with the intentions of the present
study.
This study took place in a North Texas school district, which ranked among the top 20 in
the state and served over 52,000 students (TEA, 2019a). Restorative practices have been
progressively implemented in the district since 2017, yet the yearly disciplinary data mirrored the
national disproportionality trends of students with disabilities receiving exclusionary
punishments (TEA, 2019b). As a result, the district took steps to introduce interventions based
on PBIS to provide additional support to these students.
The qualitative phenomenological approach allowed rich, in-depth descriptions of
experiences by the study participants (Watson, 2018). Additionally, qualitative research provided
insights into an organization by tapping into its employees’ personal experiences, thus giving the
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organization tools to improve their practice (Saldaña & Omasta, 2017). The method described in
this section was designed to examine the implementation of restorative practices by middle
school general education teachers with their students with disabilities. The methods’ effects on
building and sustaining long-term teacher-student relationships were also examined. The
questions to be investigated were
RQ1. What are the lived experiences of general education middle school teachers
implementing restorative practices in their classrooms?
RQ2. What challenges prevent the effective implementation of restorative practices?
RQ3. When restoration happens, what are the strengths and limitations of the process,
and how do these facilitate teacher-student relationships?
Population
The population of this study was composed of middle school teachers who have students
with disabilities in their classrooms. To be considered a student with disabilities, a student must
have one or more of the following disabilities: autism spectrum disorder, specific learning
disability, other health impaired (for attention deficit disorder or attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder), emotional disturbance, or traumatic brain injury (Lee, 2019; United States Department
of Education, 2018a).
The school district where this study took place had 15 middle schools serving students
belonging to a wide array of socioeconomic and racial backgrounds. The school originally
selected was a Title 1 school serving a little over 850 students. The average teaching experience
at this school was about nine years, which was less when compared to the rest of the district and
the state. The school employed a total of 60 full-time teachers, which included general education
teachers (teaching core subjects like English language arts, mathematics, science, and social

46
studies, as well as electives like band, orchestra, choir, art, physical education, and theater). Of
the 60 teachers, 11 were special education teachers; nine of these provided in-class support to
students with disabilities, while two taught self-contained classrooms. The student to teacher
ratio for this campus was 14:1, which was comparable to both the district and the state. The
campus had up to nine general education core subject teachers per grade level (6th, 7th, and 8th)
who taught at least one class with students who receive special education in-class support (Texas
Public Schools Explorer, 2019).
Study Sample
Prior research supported selecting up to 10–12 teachers for a phenomenological study
(Luo & Murray, 2018; Westmoreland & Swezey, 2019). The teachers were selected through
purposive sampling, which provides participants fitting a particular profile for research (Patton,
2015). I planned to meet with the principal and the two assistant principals via an online platform
to present my study and get their permission to contact the general education teachers. Once the
permission was received, all the general education core subject teachers at the proposed middle
school received a letter (see Appendix A) and a questionnaire (see Appendix B) via electronic
communication, outlining the purpose of the study and steps to be taken to protect their identity
and ensure anonymity. Once the responses were received, purposeful sampling would allow for
the target population to emerge based on the criteria and the intent of the study (Creswell, 2014;
McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015). For this study, the selected teachers had special
education students receiving in-class support services in their classrooms. Plus, these teachers
also received ongoing training for restorative practices (see Appendix B).
A transcendental phenomenological design is used when a phenomenon has already been
identified. Data is then collected from participants who have experience with the phenomenon,
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and then the data is analyzed to look for emerging themes (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). The
participating teachers in this research had implemented restorative practices and the various
strategies associated with them in their classrooms. Transcendental phenomenology includes
epoche, phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, and synthesis (Moustakas, 1994).
Epoche is a conscious effort from the researcher to abstain from interjecting their prejudgments
and biases.
Through phenomenological reduction, the participants’ experiences were grasped using
in-depth language instead of a cursory description. It also required the engagement of the
participants in a manner that advanced the reflection of the experience. Last, imaginative
variation provided an understanding of the experience by exploring it through a variety of
perspectives. Finally, the synthesis of the various descriptions of the phenomenon assured a
holistic representation of both the experience and its implications for the organization.
Setting
The North Texas middle school used as the research site had implemented restorative
practices from 2017. The school was located in urban areas serving students mostly from a low
socioeconomic background. More than half of the students at this school were considered to be
at-risk of dropping out of school and economically disadvantaged. For the 2018–2019 school
year, the average percentage of students receiving special education was 16.5%, which is almost
double the state average. Additionally, the majority of enrolled students were African American
(39.8%) and Hispanic (37.5%), with 18.6% of students labeled as English learners. The school
was selected due to the number of students who receive special education and the
implementation of restorative practices as an alternative to harsh discipline.
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Data Collection and Analysis Procedures
Primary data were collected from semistructured interviews with open-ended questions
(Moustakas, 1994; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). The initial plan was to conduct these interviews in
person; however, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, I utilized the online web-conferencing tool
WebEx to conduct the interviews. The 2020 safety guidelines from the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) recommended a distance of at least six feet among people with
cloth face coverings and avoiding close person-to-person contact (CDC, 2020). The use of cloth
face coverings hinders facial expressions that were central to understanding nonverbal
communication (Cowen & Keltner, 2020). Therefore, to ensure that I am exercising the safety
precautions outlined by the CDC, utilizing WebEx also ensured that I followed the social
distancing guidelines set by the school district. The participants were informed before giving
consent that since an online platform was being used, there was a possibility that the information
being shared could be intercepted by a third party (Spencer et al., 2019). However, since the
WebEx application was approved and uploaded by the school district, there were certain
protections and firewalls in place to dissuade outside interruption. Another advantage of an
online tool was that the participants were not observed by their colleagues to be participating in
the study, thus ensuring anonymity. Additionally, the participants had the freedom to choose or
create their pseudonyms for the interviews (Spencer et al., 2019).
Development of the Interviews
This study investigated the lived experiences of middle school teachers regarding the
implementation of restorative practices with students with disabilities. Data was collected from
the participants by utilizing semistructured interviews. This format works well when the
interviewer intends to be a listener while focusing on the research topic. My aim as a researcher
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was to get to the essence of these teachers’ experiences. Semistructured interviews allowed my
participants to describe their experiences in rich detail and supported my receptive stance to the
shared experiences (Brinkmann, 2013).
The interview questions were developed pursuant to the phenomenological structure
outlined by Bevan (2014). The questions were open-ended and probing and were based on
“contextualization and apprehending the phenomenon” (Bevan, 2014, p. 137). Following the
contextualization instrument, the questions were descriptive and narrative while allowing the
participants to reconstruct their experience in their own words. The second instrument provided
structural questions that extract clarity and are easily adaptable to each participant’s responses
(Bevan, 2014).
Once the questions were developed, the semistructured interviews were reviewed
following the interview refinement protocol (IRP) framework outlined by Castillo-Montoya
(2016). The first two steps of the IRP process ensured that the interview questions aligned with
the research questions, and the conversation with the participants was inquiry-based. During the
third phase of the framework, I conducted a self-reflective think-aloud activity geared toward
participants’ understanding of the questions and if they aligned with the research expectations.
The last phase of the IRP framework was piloting the interview protocol with peers (CastilloMontoya, 2016). However, due to the nature of the study and the teachers having students with
disabilities in their classrooms, this step was not followed.
Interviews
Data for this study was collected through semistructured interviews conducted online via
WebEx. With the permission of the participants, the interviews were recorded to ensure
transparency and to minimize loss of information (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Conducting interviews
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online had the disadvantage of lack of rapport and lack of development of a relationship between
the researcher and the participants. However, I had familiarity with the campus; therefore, there
was sustained interest and establishment of trust with the teachers being interviewed (Salmons,
2012). By conducting interviews synchronously, I was able to draw on the values and norms that
the teachers associate with the school. Additionally, I was able to observe my participants’ facial
and visual cues, as well as any nonverbal communication that provided rich, detailed insight into
the problem of practice (Leavy, 2017).
Following approval from the institutional review board (IRB) and the school district, the
teachers received an email with a survey inquiring about their teaching experience and a letter
which outlined the purpose of the study and provided assurances regarding their informed
consent and forwarded an invitation to participate in the study. Once they completed the survey,
they were asked to sign an informed consent letter. The interviews were conducted once
permission was received, and the eligible teachers were identified. The interviews were recorded
using the WebEx platform. Additionally, I took notes to ensure my personal opinions were
separated from the process and to track follow-up observations.
Instruments
The semistructured interviews consisted of approximately 25 questions about teachers’
experiences regarding restorative practices, stakeholders’ buy-in, the implementation process,
and effects on their classrooms and learning (see Appendix C). These questions were developed
following the IRP framework outlined by Castillo-Montoya (2016).
The interviews ranged from one to one and a half hours in length. Before the interview, I
reviewed the purpose of the study with the participants, provided assurances regarding
confidentiality, explained how the interviews were set up, and addressed any ethical
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considerations that they may have had. These steps allowed for a shared understanding to emerge
regarding the research and advanced our conversation toward the problem of practice (MinikelLacocque, 2018). The participants were also informed that their participation was completely
voluntary, and they had the option to withdraw at any time. Additionally, I planned to meet with
them again for about 30 minutes if any follow-up questions were needed.
I utilized a journal during the interview process. This journal was used to document
interview details, such as date, time, and length (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). I also used the
journal to record my observations regarding the participants and any follow-up observations that
appeared to be useful to the study. This journal also facilitated bracketing through a reflection of
external perceptions and my internal thoughts and past experiences (Moustakas, 1994).
The process of data analysis started with the initial recruitment of the participants and
was continual throughout the interview process (Belotto, 2018). It also facilitated a deeper
understanding of the problem of practice and provided an insight into the participants’ personal
experiences (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). The first step of formal data analysis was reading the
transcribed interviews and initiating an understanding of the information provided by the
teachers regarding their experiences of restorative practices implementation. Transcription was
done through the WebEx application. The added advantage of utilizing the same app for the
interviews and the transcription was getting the transcripts the same day as the interviews, so I
was able to monitor data saturation. The WebEx application was installed on all staff laptops by
the district, with firewalls in place to guard against third-party intrusion. Therefore, the
transcription was safe from falling into malicious hands. I informed my participants that the
transcribed interviews would be stored on my password-protected laptop that is not accessible to
other people. The transcriptions were provided to the participants for verification. The next step
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was coding the interviews. The purpose of coding was not just to summarize the data into a
workable piece but also to advance an understanding of the thematic relationships (Saldaña &
Omasta, 2018).
The first round of coding was based on theme coding, followed by in vivo coding and
pattern coding (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). The coding was conducted manually, which allowed
immersion into the information gathered and facilitated an in-depth understanding of the
emerged patterns (Leavy, 2017). Coding also provided categories of common themes, which
may have implications for the organization being studied to plan for a future course of action
(Rubin & Rubin, 2012).
Theme Coding
An analysis of qualitative data by theme coding involved looking for key phrases,
similarities of descriptions, and patterns that emphasized concepts related to the problem of
practice. Each interview was read to identify keywords and any repeated information to
recognize themes as outlined by Saldaña & Omasta (2018).
In Vivo Coding
This approach explored the interrelationships of concepts by focusing on the actual words
of the participants and categorizing these words, so a pattern started to emerge (Saldaña &
Omasta, 2018).
Pattern Coding
The third pass of coding focused on consistent patterns that enabled refinement of data
and allowed for themes to emerge. Pattern coding advanced an immersion in the interviews,
which enabled a reflexive organization of the data. This organization led to identifying themes
and creating meaning from the lived experiences of the participants (Williams & Moser, 2019).
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Coding analysis was discontinued once saturation was attained through the emergence of themes
and the data showed participant consensus regarding the research questions (Saunders et al.,
2018).
Establishing Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness in qualitative research ensures that other researchers come to the same
conclusions by analyzing the data. There are four components of building trustworthiness:
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. These components required that I
must remain neutral during the study while immersed in the data by reflecting on the categories,
themes, and interpretations that emerged (Watson, 2018). These four components helped
establish the accuracy of the research (Creswell, 2014; Watson, 2018).
In order to establish trustworthiness, the participants were asked to provide informed
consent prior to the study. They were also informed of the potential danger of third-party
intrusion due to the use of an online format (Spencer et al., 2019). Last, they were informed that
their participation was completely voluntary and that they were free to withdraw from the study
at any time. These steps ensured trust and rapport, which were essential to the accuracy of the
results of the study (Creswell, 2014).
Credibility was established by immersion in the data. This immersion led to the
identification of any contextual factors that influenced the results, building and sustaining trust
and rapport with my participants. It also facilitated the focus on the purpose of the study.
Triangulation of data also lends credibility to the data. By keeping a journal, I bracketed my
thoughts while consciously focusing on my participants. The participants’ lived experiences were
clarified by asking them follow-up questions to extract a more in-depth understanding.
Participant validation was established by asking them to review the transcribed interviews to
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avoid errors or misinterpretations (Frey, 2018; Watson, 2018). Transferability refers to the
generalization of the results to problems of practice where the researchers are working with the
same context in terms of demographics or location. The rich and detailed descriptions of the
teachers’ perceptions regarding restorative practices, the implementation process, and its effects
on their classrooms provided an understanding of the phenomenon to future researchers (Frey,
2018; Watson, 2018).
The third component of establishing trustworthiness is dependability, which refers to the
stable data over time and different conditions (Ellis, 2019). I have provided an in-depth and
precise description of the research process, the selection of the methodology, the participants, the
interview process, the evaluation of the data, and subsequent interpretation of results in this
chapter. These extensive descriptions can be used as a model for future studies within the same
context.
Confirmability includes a complete set of records of all the documents associated with
the research. In this study, I kept a reflexive journal while the interviews were recorded and later
transcribed. One of the advantages of maintaining a paper trail is the possibility of including
original quotes from participants and any other relevant data that aided in the interpretation of
results, thus ensuring confirmability. Another advantage would be for future researchers to make
informed decisions regarding utilizing parts of my study that might be relevant to their situation
(Ellis, 2019; Watson, 2018).
Researcher’s Role
The researcher plays a crucial role in providing objectivity to the study, which ultimately
impacts the results and their long-term implications (Karagiozis, 2018). I worked as a
diagnostician-in-training at the proposed middle school where the study was to be conducted. My
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role at the campus included overseeing special education paperwork, supporting special
education teachers in interpreting achievement assessment and evaluation results, and deciding
on programming for those students. I also led the admission review dismissal (ARD) meetings
for the students who did not require initial or additional cognitive or achievement testing. I had a
collaborative role with the campus administration, and I also provided guidance and support to
new special education teachers. My contact with the general education teachers at the campus
was a bit limited. However, I did interact with them during ARD meetings and conducted student
observations in their classrooms.
My collaboration with the administration team at the proposed middle school campus
might have led some of the participants to be hesitant about their perceptions regarding the staff
buy-in and implementation process of restorative practices. However, since the interviews were
conducted online, the administration team was not aware of the staff members participating in
the interviews. I also assured my participants that pseudonyms would be used to mask their
identity and that their data was kept confidential through a password-protected laptop.
Additionally, I received restorative practices training at my previous campus as the
special education department head. At that campus, I was also part of restorative circles and
treatment agreements that concerned some of the students with more intense behavioral needs.
However, this study was conducted at a different campus, where my role as a diagnostician-intraining did not put me in direct contact with the students. Due to my relationship with some of
the staff, I recorded my personal experiences and opinions in the reflexive journal, thus allowing
me to identify my own biases and my perceptions. These recordings of personal experiences
facilitated bracketing.
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Bracketing
A transcendental phenomenological researcher brackets their experiences and any
preconceived notions while embracing the experience purely. This was accomplished by
identifying those personal experiences and perceptions that might cloud the data collection or the
data analysis process (Moustakas, 1994). Self-reflection in qualitative research develops the
researcher’s understanding of personal assumptions and the obstacles these may create.
Therefore, reflexive statements and comments in a journal ensured respect for the participants’
views without bias. By keeping a journal, I had a running log of day-to-day decisions, personal
thoughts and impressions, assumptions, and personal biases, thus contributing to the study’s
accuracy (Karagiozis, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1982).
Ethical Considerations
Ethics in research governs the behavior of the researcher regarding their conduct. The
three principles outlined by the Belmont Report are respect for persons, beneficence, and justice
provided guidance for all aspects of this study (Office for Human Research Protections, 2018).
The plan for the study was submitted to the Abilene Christian University’s IRB to be reviewed
and approved. Additionally, the school district where the study took place also had a protocol for
conducting research. Once I received IRB approval (see Appendix D) and permission to conduct
research at the district, the director reached out to the administration team at the proposed middle
school and informed them of my study.
All potential participants received an electronic communication outlining the details,
expectations, consequences, and the study’s impact. Following the three principles of the
Belmont Report (Office for Human Research Protections, 2018), respect for all individuals was
assured through acquiring informed consent from the participants. The informed consent was
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based on their understanding of the purpose of the study, their voluntary participation, and the
option to withdraw at any time.
Assurances for beneficence were conveyed through protecting their identity and
confidential information. The interviews were conducted online, thus giving the participants
complete anonymity from the campus administration team. They were assured that their
participation and views would be shared anonymously, thereby having no impact on their
employment with the district. Justice was conferred by inviting all teachers to participate in the
study.
The identities of the school district, the campus, and the participants were concealed at all
times. The data was stored in a password-protected laptop and then placed on a thumb drive that
is locked at my house. I will delete the data once the study is three years old. Similarly, the
journal stayed locked during and after the study. The interviews were conducted one-on-one via
WebEx during weekends or evenings. Therefore, the campus staff was unaware of the
participants in the study.
Assumptions
For this research, I assumed that the data collected was factual and was documented
accurately. I also assumed that the participating teachers had been following the strategies and
interventions that they learned during restorative practices training when dealing with
maladaptive behavior by students with disabilities. My last assumption was that I bracketed my
personal experiences from the perceptions of the participants. I kept a reflexive journal for
personal impressions and observations. By doing so, I created a new understanding of the
implementation process of restorative practices with students with disabilities and the teachers’
perceptions regarding its effects on their classrooms and student-teacher relationships.
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Limitations
The limitations of a study were those factors that impacted or influenced the
interpretation of data and were beyond the researcher’s control (Simon & Goes, 2011). This
study was limited due to the participant size and its focus on a single middle school within an
urban school district in Texas. The data gathered from this study and the results will apply to
comparable middle schools in large urban districts. Last, the proposed study was limited to those
who taught core subjects: English language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies to
general education students with some students with disabilities who receive in-class special
education support.
Delimitations
The study was delimited by only examining the general education core subject teachers at
an urban middle school. The study also focused on students with disabilities compared to all
middle school students. This focus was chosen because research shows that students with
disabilities receive a higher amount of exclusionary discipline than their typical peers (Morgan et
al., 2019; Vidal-Castro, 2016).
Chapter Summary
This chapter outlined the methodology of this transcendental qualitative study. The
method described was utilized to answer the research questions examining the teachers’
perceptions of the implementation of restorative practices with their students with disabilities.
The chapter also provided the plan for participant selection, data collection and analysis, ethical
considerations, and the steps that were taken to ensure trustworthiness. Chapter 4 will provide a
review and an analysis of the results of the study.
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Chapter 4: Results
To explore the teachers’ perceptions and implementation of restorative disciplinary
practices at the middle school level, I conducted a transcendental phenomenological qualitative
study. This chapter details the research methods that were utilized and reports the results of the
study. Data was collected through semistructured interviews of general education and special
education teachers at two middle school campuses. These teachers outlined the introduction and
implementation of restorative practices. Additionally, they described their lived experiences in
light of student-teacher relationships as they emerged since the implementation of restorative
practices.
Data Collection Process
The data gathering process consisted of an initial survey that went to teachers who
expressed interest in the study after receiving an invitation to participate from the school district.
Two middle school campuses, School A and School B, participated. Traditional snowball
sampling was utilized for the study (Chambers et al., 2020). A total of 17 teachers either
expressed interest or were contacted to participate in the study. The 12 participating teachers
were selected based on restorative practices training, having at least five or more years of
teaching experience, and the population of students that they taught. The participating sample
had 11 female and one male teacher and three special education teachers.
Three research questions guided the semistructured interviews designed to explore the
implementation of restorative practices and the role the strategy plays in building and sustaining
long-term student-teacher relationships.
RQ1. What are the lived experiences of general education middle school teachers
implementing restorative practices in their classrooms?
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RQ2. What challenges prevent the effective implementation of restorative practices?
RQ3. When restoration happens, what are the strengths and limitations of the process,
and how do these facilitate teacher-student relationships?
Review of Participant Selection
This study utilized a transcendental phenomenological qualitative design. After the initial
email announcing the study and inviting campuses to participate, I sent a Google form to each
teacher who volunteered to participate. The form focused on years of teaching experience, initial
and follow-up training of restorative practices, and whether they had students with disabilities in
their classes. The form was sent to 14 teachers, and I received 12 responses. The participating
teachers provided up to two different days and times for the semistructured interviews. Once I
received a response, a WebEx invite was sent with the option of conducting the interview on
their laptop or via their cellphone. All semistructured interviews were conducted online via a
laptop, and both the interviewee and I had our cameras on the entire time. The ability to watch
the participant during an online interview facilitates understanding nonverbal communication.
This understanding was integral in exploring the participants’ lived experiences (Cowen &
Keltner, 2020). Additionally, online interviews advanced safety for all participants and allowed
time commitment flexibility (Spencer et al., 2019). The interviews were recorded, transcribed,
verified, and coded.
Campus and Participant Information
According to the original proposal for this research, the study was to be conducted at a
single middle school with only general education core subject teachers. However, once the IRB
approval was obtained and the proposed study was forwarded to the school district, the plan for
the study was modified. In accordance with their privacy protection rules, the school district
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forwarded the study information to four different middle schools and invited their participation.
Out of the four schools, three agreed to participate, and the letter to the participants was
forwarded to those campuses. I received responses indicating an interest in the study from two of
the three middle schools.
I conducted the study at two middle school campuses in a large school district in North
Texas. These campuses were selected based on their interest in the study in response to a districtwide email. Both schools served students in grades 6th–8th. Table 1 is an overview of the
participating middle schools, demographics, and student enrollment (Texas Education Agency,
2019a).
Table 1
Participating Campus Profile
Campus

Enrolled
Students

Total Staff

Students with
Disabilities

64

Economically
Disadvantaged
Students
44.9%

School A

709

School B

702

62

45.5%

17.1%

11.2%

For the 2018–2019 school year, the total number of enrolled students receiving special
education services at School A was 77. The percentage of students with learning disabilities was
45.5%, while the students with behavioral disabilities comprised 27.3%. For the same school
year, 98 students were designated as receiving special education services at School B. Out of
these, 44.9% were students with learning disabilities, and 32.7% were students with behavioral
disabilities. At School B, of the total enrolled students in the special education program, 13.3%
were students with autism; this data was not reported for School A (TEA, 2019b, 2020; see Table
2).
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Table 2
Students With Disabilities by Primary Disability
Campus

School A

Total Students
With
Disabilities
109

School B

80

Intellectual
Disabilities

Physical
Disabilities

Autism

Behavioral
Disabilities

50.5%

12.8%

9.2%

27.5%

37.5%

10.0%

20.0%

32.5%

Additionally, the scope of teachers participating in the study was expanded to include
both general education and special education middle school teachers. This change was made due
to the utilization of snowball sampling. This sampling method became necessary since the initial
contact with the participants was limited in accordance with the privacy protection guidelines
from the school district. Table 3 provides detailed information of the participating teachers
regarding subjects taught, years of experience, and the population of students being served.
Table 3
Participant Profiles
Pseudonym

Years
Teaching

Ms. G
Mr. J
Ms. S
Ms. T
Ms. A
Ms. K
Ms. D
Ms. C
Ms. L
Ms. N
Ms. E
Ms. M

5
6
7
17
16
21
6
7
15
17
8
14

Subjects
Taught

Math, science
Core subjects
Art
Social studies
Science
Reading, social studies
English Language Arts
English Language Arts
English Language Arts
Math/Algebra
Science
English Language Arts/ESL

Special Education (SPED)
or
General Education
(Gen Ed)
SPED pull-out
SPED self-contained
Gen Ed and SPED
Gen Ed and SPED
Gen Ed and SPED
Gen Ed and SPED
Gen Ed and SPED
Gen Ed and SPED
Gen Ed and SPED
Gen Ed and SPED
Gen Ed and SPED
Gen Ed and SPED
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The participant information collected prior to and during the semistructured interviews
provided an in-depth and comprehensive understanding of the building and sustainment of
teacher-student relationships as advanced through restorative practices.
Discussion of Findings
The findings from the semistructured interviews provided insights into the purpose
statement: to explore the perceptions of middle school teachers on the implementation of
restorative practices and the building and sustainment of student-teacher relationships. I coded
the interviews based on the three research questions. The data analysis consisted of theme, in
vivo, and pattern coding to organize the data into categories. These categories guided the
development of a narrative that represented the participating teachers’ lived experiences and their
relationships with their students.
Interview Findings
During the semistructured interviews (see Appendix C), teachers were asked about their
lived experiences regarding their campus culture, discipline, ownership, and buy-in of restorative
practices and the process’s strengths and limitations. Additionally, they discussed their
preexisting beliefs and initial perceptions of restorative practices. The purpose of these questions
was to explore teachers’ perceptions about the efficacy of the restorative practices and the role
the strategy played in developing and sustaining student-teacher relationships, especially with
their students with disabilities.
School Culture and Climate
Both School A and School B have recently gone through administration changes. The
principal and assistant principals at School A have been there for the past four years, while the
principal at School B is in her third year of being a campus principal. The teachers at both

64
campuses described a shift in school culture with the new administration teams, emphasizing
more explicit behavior expectations and focusing on relationship building.
The teachers from School A overwhelmingly described the school culture as very
diverse, both racially and economically. Additionally, they also reported that this diversity helps
get the student population ready for life after public school, where they will work and live sideby-side with people who belong to a wide array of ethnicities and socioeconomic statuses. Some
of the teachers noted that the campus also has some diversity when it comes to the teaching staff.
However, as Mr. J expressed, there had been a decrease in staff diversity over the past few years.
He conveyed that six years ago, as a new hire, he was “very impressed with the race, culture, and
religion” that different staff members affiliated with. However, he felt that this diversity led to
“certain teachers being under a lot of scrutiny,” which eventually caused most of those teachers
to leave the campus. He disclosed that his students look for “more teachers that look like them”
but feel that there are times when their background is misunderstood.
The general education teachers interviewed at School A all proffered that the campus’
ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic diversity contributed to an inclusive culture, builds
connections, and supports teachers. Conversely, though acknowledging the diversity and the
strength it brought, the special education teachers also saw a discrepancy in expectations toward
teachers and students of color, which they discussed as resulting from unintentional bias.
Ms. G shared that “there’s more focus on special ed as far as monitoring of behavior.”
However, prior to teaching at School A, she was a paraprofessional at the district’s most
restrictive setting for seven years. She explained that all the students at her previous campus
belonged to special education and were placed there due to behavior that was deemed too
dangerous for a general education campus. When she first made the transition to School A, she
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was shocked to witness some of the same behaviors from general education students. Yet, at the
same time, she also realized that “SPED is looked at more critically. People are more apt to react
in more negative ways to behaviors that students (with disabilities) are exhibiting and to rush to
judgment, rather than, like a more reasoned approach.”
Ms. E discussed the diversity of culture in terms of starting in the classroom, with the
teacher setting the tone, while Ms. A viewed the diverse ethnicities of her campus as a strength.
However, when asked about behavior consequences, she described them as “too, too
lax...depending on what the student did, just lunch detention” is not always the answer. Ms. N
described campus diversity as:
When students are able to come to a campus and see all different cultures working
together, I think it really creates an atmosphere that is going to prepare them for the real
world, because when they get down to the real world, you know, their workplace and
who they’re around, it’s very unlikely to be a homogenous type of population, so I think
that is the strength of our campus.
Ms. S, who teaches Art at School A, shared that her campus:
Right now is very centered on relationship building. So, there’s a lot of importance
emphasized on connecting students, building up connections, and it’s like content is
important, but we really value building a rapport with the kids and building safe
environments for kids to learn.
The overall campus picture that emerged was of a place that values diversity and inclusivity but
still needs more work in building communication channels with students and staff who feel
unnoticed.
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The teachers interviewed at School B had between six and 21 years of teaching
experience. All except one had been at that campus for at least nine or more years, and all had
served under the current and previous principal. These teachers all reported that the school’s
climate and culture had experienced a positive shift since the new principal came on board. Ms.
D described the campus’ discipline policy prior to the new principal and the introduction of
restorative practices as “a lot of reacting, something would happen, and we would have a
reaction.” Ms. M noted that “discipline was a big issue; both the behavior and the consequences
were negative.”
When asked to reflect on the recent climate of the campus, they all described having
administrative support and a desire to create “bridges for students to learn and to want to learn.”
Similarly, Ms. T from School B reported that her campus had seen many fluctuations in the
school culture, but during the 2019–2020 school year, the “coworkers were very supportive”
with “the perspective that the relationship piece” within staff “is what is going to make the
students want to perform in our classrooms.”
Teachers at both campuses felt that the school’s culture in the “hallways and passing
periods” played a crucial role in their classroom climate. They contended that the behavior
expectations conveyed and enforced with the students outside of the classroom led to an
atmosphere conducive to learning. These were described as respect for each other and school
property.
Discipline and Consistency
To understand better the teachers’ lived experiences regarding the implementation of
restorative practices, they were asked to describe their first thoughts when discipline and
maladaptive behavior are mentioned. Their responses showed an interesting anomaly; the general
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education teachers mostly associated discipline and maladaptive behavior with classroom
management and rule-following. In comparison, the special education teachers discussed the two
terms as difficulty in learning, “avoiding power struggles,” and looking at the whole picture.
The general education teachers at both campuses described their experiences with
discipline and maladaptive behavior, mostly in terms of working with students with autism and
learning disabilities. The consensus among these teachers from both campuses was that, usually,
there is behavior due to task avoidance and attention-seeking. It takes time away from instructing
and hinders the learning process. Ms. L, who teaches English Language Arts at School A, shared
that she views the word discipline as having “negative connotations.” She noted that when a
student is disciplined, it means that the resolution to the event was not positive, leading to a
negative mindset in the student.
Ms. G and Mr. J both teach special education in self-contained settings. The students that
Ms. G serve are three or more grade levels behind in reading and are mostly students with
learning disabilities, autism, and other health impairment (attention deficit disorder [ADD] or
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder [ADHD]). In contrast, Mr. J teaches students with severe
behavioral concerns. His students have individualized behavior implementation plans and are
taught social skills. Although he teaches all core subjects and social skills, some of his students
attend general education classes for electives, such as physical education, or even to some core
classes. Mr. J conveyed, “When we look at our students in other classrooms, we have to look at
the whole picture, their whole background, and see their history. Where they’ve come from,
where they’ve been, and where they are now.”
He described some of the general education teachers as very strong-minded and
aggressive when it comes to enforcing discipline. He also stated that there seems to be a lack of
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consistency when dealing with the same behavior displayed by general education and special
education students.
Ms. G has, in the past, taught students with disabilities in inclusion settings and
emphasized that there were times when she was “taken aback” by some of the behaviors
displayed by general education students. She also brought up the issue of consistency and how it
affects her students.
Seven of the eight teachers interviewed at School A conveyed a lack of consistency in
terms of discipline as an ongoing campus issue. The teachers reported that when it comes to
administration assigning consequences after a behavior incident has occurred, it seems like there
are “different pages” for different students. Ms. L indicated that, at times, “it kind of depends on
the year or the day of the week,” while Ms. C felt that the consequences are not equal, with
“human bias” playing a role. She explained her views on human bias as “One administrator is
very true to the expectation and consequences, where the other might have more of an emotional
or human element toward it, like let’s just have a conversation, and I’ll send you back to class.”
She also expressed her experiences regarding the lack of consistency from the campus
administration team. “I honestly don’t feel like they are always consistent, or equal, so with one
admin, you get a consequence of one thing or another admin for the same thing would give a
lesser one.” The teachers were asked if they had any suggestions on improving this lack of
consistency. They contended that open communication and follow-up with the teacher are means
of improvement.
The teachers at School B discussed a lack of consistency in their previous administration
and expressed the opinion that discipline is improving on their campus. Ms. T, who has been at
School B for the past 13 years, stated, “Through the years, the administrative team made excuses
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for students’ behavior … this did not serve a purpose, and it’s not helpful for the students in the
long run. It’s not doing what is best for that child.”
She also shared:
Depending on the year, I know that, at times, we don’t necessarily tackle all the problems
we have. I think sometimes they get kind of glossed over. And, I think when you allow
students to do what they want to do. They’re just telling them that’s okay, so sometimes
there has been administrative lack of support.
Ms. K, who teaches special education, reported that in her 20 years at the campus, she
had seen a lot of changes in the discipline policy. She shared that with the new principal and
restorative practices, most of the time, she is “comfortable in knowing that we have back up and
the help that we needed.” However, she also expressed that even though discipline is under better
control, “maybe we need a little more in our hallways during passing periods, but right now, I
think it is pretty good.” All of the teachers interviewed also established a connection between
improved discipline and restorative practices.
Initial Perceptions and Preexisting Beliefs
A majority of the teachers interviewed at School A conveyed initial skepticism and
apprehension when the concept of restorative practices was presented. The group reported that
their initial thoughts were of “students not being held accountable” and “no consequences
assigned.” However, all of the teachers noted that they were curious and wanted to see how the
concept would impact their students’ social and academic learning. Ms. C stated, “Restorative
practices set the culture and environment from the get-go and provided an opportunity to have a
human moment with students.”
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Ms. S communicated feelings of optimism once she had a chance to read through some of
the material that was shared in the initial training. She also shared at the core that restorative
practices treat “students as human beings.” While Ms. A characterized the strategy as
“structured.”
Two of the four teachers at School B reported positive feelings when restorative practices
were introduced. They also stated that they were either familiar with the concept from other
districts or had heard about the concept from their peers at other campuses. Ms. D reported that,
prior to teaching, she worked as a social worker; therefore, she had some familiarity with
restorative justice. She “felt very positive about it because it had a lot of potential to do a lot of
good in the classrooms.” On the contrary, both Ms. M and Ms. T initially misunderstood the
concept of restorative practices. Ms. T stated that she thought that with restorative practices,
students would “go down to the office and come back with a piece of candy.”
Teachers at both campuses indicated that they would have preferred a “heads-up” before
the training and that a lack of ownership led to initial misconceptions about restorative practices.
Ms. M from School B had apprehensions regarding the time commitment needed to implement
the concept properly. She thought, “it was going to be a lot with no right answers.” Two of the
teachers at School A shared that, as a campus, one of the beginning of the year’s in-service
training looks at behavior data. They noted that School A had been one of the campuses within
the school district where behavior disparity toward students of color and students with
disabilities was a concern. However, they also stated that there were no efforts to connect the
data with the restorative practices. Therefore, initially, most of the faculty felt a sense of
disconnect. As a result, stakeholder ownership was impaired.

71
The teachers’ responses outlined initial concerns and a skeptical outlook that stemmed
from a lack of understanding of what the concept entailed and why they were being taught a new
strategy. Additionally, some of the concerns also emanated from the belief that restorative
practices are based on “fluff and kumbaya” and assigning “ridiculous” consequences rather than
focusing on meeting all students’ behavioral needs.
Training and Challenges
The teachers were asked about their initial and ongoing training of restorative practices
and their challenges while introducing the concept to their students. All except three teachers
were part of a district-wide hands-on training held at some middle school campuses during
August 2017. Restorative practices were first implemented with students in 6th grade, and 7th
and 8th grades were added over the following years. The initial training was offered to all
general education and special education teachers who taught 6th grade. All of the teachers who
attended the training described it as a positive experience where they learned how to implement
restorative practices through social experiences and daily interactions. Ms. N talked about
“concrete examples” that were shared and the “overall philosophy,” which helped in
understanding the different strategies of restorative practices.
Although the teachers noted that the initial training provided the guidelines for creating a
safe and structured learning environment, they also stated that ongoing training had been limited.
Ms. N, Ms. S, and Ms. K shared that they were aware of online training modules that they could
access. Ms. A talked about occasional restorative practices refresher courses mandatory at the
start of the school year.
The teachers at both campuses conveyed that they were unaware of how the new teachers
were being trained. Ms. D indicated that she has had new teachers observe her classroom, and
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she had assumed that the observations have also included restorative practices implementation.
Mr. J stated that he thinks that new teachers get the training from their mentor teachers but that
he was not sure about newcomers’ training. Ms. C thought that to be “constantly and consistently
on the same page,” it is imperative that the hands-on training is repeated every two to three
years.
When asked about any challenges they faced when the teachers presented restorative
practices to their students with disabilities, the overall response was mixed. Ms. L and Ms. D,
both English Language Arts teachers, stated that they were able to connect the concept of
restorative practices to a novel that they were reading as a class. This connection allowed them to
label skills like self-management, responsible decision-making, and relationship building in the
context of restorative practices. Ms. S, who is an art teacher, stated that she introduced
restorative practices through “visual warm-ups” where her students would draw what was on
their minds. She shared that her students with disabilities responded well to this introduction
since “it was not like teaching a new technique,” so the students did not feel the pressure to
perform well.
Ms. G, Ms. N, Ms. E, and Ms. M stated that they gradually introduced the strategies.
They started the implementation process by modeling respectful listening, reflecting, and moving
away from a language of blame. Ms. E noted that she initially had conversations with her
students regarding restorative practices. Then, she started writing down the strategies on her
board as visual reminders to her students. These visuals were beneficial for her students with
autism since they provided consistency in expectations.
Mr. J, who teaches students with severe behavioral concerns, implemented restorative
practices by having one-on-one and group conversations regarding conflicts, especially in a self-
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contained classroom setting. He also shared that he always includes his paraprofessionals in
these conversations since they all are part of the classroom community. His students have
individualized behavior implementation plans and social skills goals, so his priority is first to
teach the students to become their best selves.
On the other hand, Ms. T from School B reported that her students with disabilities initial
responses were “guarded and hesitant.” She felt this hesitancy stemmed from the class engaging
in restorative practices as a whole group, which made some of her students uncomfortable.
However, with time, they understood the expectations. She expressed, “It became something that
they actually asked for. I had students that walk in my room and say, are we going to do a circle
today? Can we do a circle today?”
The teachers were also asked about parent buy-in and what steps the district or campus
took to ensure parent engagement. Mr. J, who teaches a self-contained classroom, was the only
participant who reported having conversations with his students’ parents regarding restorative
practices. He stated that when there is a behavioral issue, the parents want to know what
happened and what the consequences were. His experience has been that once the parents realize
that restorative practice “solves problems,” they feel somewhat comfortable about the concept.
However, he was also of the opinion that if the introduction of the concept came from “a more
formal role of leadership, it will catch their attention better.”
All of the teachers stated that they were unfamiliar with any formal communication
between the school and the parents regarding restorative practices. Additionally, there was a
broad consensus among the interviewees that such contact would advance a “consistent playing
field,” which could lead to students to “flourish and thrive” both at school and at home.
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The participants were also asked what skills they thought a teacher should possess to
implement restorative practices effectively. The teachers responded with open-mindedness, a
positive attitude, patience, and receptivity to change. Ms. L stated that she views her students as
her family. Therefore, the teacher must be “wanting to get to know their students and want to
build a great rapport with them.” Mr. J stated, “Leave your life outside of the school when you
walk through the door, have a clean, fresh head, and focus on the student and nothing else. Be
understanding, sincere, and genuinely want to help repair what has been broken.”
Ms. G noted cultural awareness as an essential skill for a teacher to implement restorative
practices effectively. She stated:
We should not dismiss cultural differences; we are all alike, and we are also different and
being culturally responsive and acknowledge the effects of trauma and poverty on
children and the influence of their home environment. The students need someone who
can listen with their ears and their heart and find connections by sharing themselves and
asking the student to share with them.
Teachers who have been educators for over 10 years responded by noting that “the longer
you’ve been teaching, the harder it is to wrap your mind around restorative practices.” Ms. N
shared that the concept of restorative practices goes against:
What used to be the hallmark of effective teaching, but you need an open mind and
realize that our society is evolving, and we should also have the ability to do so. Sit still
in your seat and don’t speak used to be the norm, but now we have to adapt and evolve.
So, open-mindedness is the number one skill. As teachers, we should be able to ask for
help, seek more training and answers when needed, and adapt.
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Multiple teachers viewed the hands-on portion of the training as being most effective
since it provided them with opportunities to experience the concept “from a student’s point of
view.” However, Mr. J and Ms. A mentioned that they would have preferred some more practice
time and even a trial period where their students had more time to get familiarized with the
interventions. Ms. A stated, “I’m more of a kinesthetic learner; I need to be actually doing
something, not just being told what it is.” She indicated that every year, restorative practices are
“mixed in the agenda of the staff development,” but she would like to learn how the “ideas can
be improved.”
Results of the challenges to effective implementation focused on buy-in from both staff
and students, with the acknowledgment that the parents are either unaware or know very little
about restorative practices. Preexisting beliefs also provided barriers with anecdotes regarding
restorative practices as not holding students accountable. Additionally, the impression that due to
a lack of consequences, restorative practices are not very effective also influenced the initial
perceptions and implementation process. The next section addresses student-teacher
relationships.
Restorative Practices and Student-Teacher Relationships
One of the principal components of the participant interviews was student-teacher
relationships as developed through restorative practices. In this context, all of the teachers listed
community building as a crucial part of their classrooms. Ms. G characterized a classroom
community as a place where students “trust each other not to make fun of them, be courteous, a
sense that generates a more ‘us’ feeling.”
In comparison, Ms. L shared that she views class management and the lesson’s flow as
part of the community. She explained that, especially with her students with disabilities, she
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ensures that expectations are understood. She described that before restorative practices, her
classroom was “kind of a roller coaster, some days were great and some days were not.” All
participants agreed that consistency in planning and procedures was crucial to a classroom
community, especially for students who thrive on structured predictability, such as students with
autism.
The teachers also noted that most of their students with disabilities who typically were
“shy or reserved” seemed to “become more comfortable and willing to participate” in large
groups once restorative practices were implemented. The participants were asked to reflect on
their lived experiences regarding student-teacher relationships before introducing restorative
practices. Ms. C shared:
Pre-restorative practices, I have to admit that I have yelled at multiple of my classes,
including special education students, when a repeated behavior kept happening, and I did
not understand why they were not getting it? It was very frustrating, but seeing the
behavior through a different lens of restorative practices and building a stronger
relationship with the student, giving them another office referral simply to get them out
of my classroom is telling them that you don’t know what to do with them and their
behavior.
Mr. J, Ms. G, and Ms. K, all special education teachers, believed that restorative practices
went beyond establishing a rapport. Ms. K conveyed:
I think establishing rapport is maybe a little bit quicker than previously. And, it’s not just
rapport, but also trust, where they feel like they can trust me to guide them or trust me to
tell me things privately if they need to.
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Several teachers discussed relationship building in terms of students reaching out to them
beyond the school year or the subject they taught. As Ms. M stated:
I am thinking of a couple of students in particular, who once you’ve built a relationship,
they keep coming back like if they have difficulty in other classes, they still come to you.
I’ve had students come to me for math help, and I don’t teach math, but they feel more
comfortable with me.
Similarly, Ms. L also emphasized the importance of building relationships and nurturing
those connections through the years. She stated:
I always say that it’s the naughty ones that come back to visit the most the next year and
the years after that, because, I am like, I thought he hated me, but there is something to
restorative practices. I think they find value that someone actually sat down and wanted
to figure out what was wrong instead of just saying, go to the office, let the admin deal
with you. But we all want to invest in that student, and I think they really feel that, and I
feel that there is great success in that.
Mr. J and Ms. G, special education teachers, discussed the importance of students feeling
safe in their classrooms so they are willing to take academic risks crucial to their learning and
growth. Mr. J, whose students have individualized behavior intervention plans, noted that there
are “tough times where we have tough discussions.” Nevertheless, his students know that even
when there is a conflict, they will “start over and relearn, without too much bickering.” Ms. G
described her experience with student-teacher relationships as:
The most rewarding and the most confounding relationship over time, because they still
pleasantly surprise you, and you’re like, where did that come from? All of a sudden, it
becomes rewarding, extremely rewarding. I can’t think of anything else like it without
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tearing up because these are special relationships, which are honest and based on trust,
and they can be pure, good, and rewarding for both teachers and students.
Another factor that the teachers brought up was the need for one-on-one conversations
with their students, where they felt respected and listened to. Ms. T described this as “giving the
students a different path, where the talk is not just about the content.” Ms. E characterized the
conversations as “getting to the root of the problem, and creating a sense of community within
and outside of the classroom.”
The participants discussed the role of relationships during the COVID-19 pandemic
school closures in the spring of the 2019–2020 school year. The district where the study was
conducted provided teachers with an extra week after the spring break to reach out to their
students and determine their needs. The initial interactions focused solely on the student and
their family’s wellbeing. Every teacher reported that they felt that the students were more open
and willing to share due to the restorative practices’ connection.
Ms. E stated that during that time, she was able to develop in-depth one-on-one
connections just by talking and checking in on her students every morning. Ms. T noted, “I feel
like I had better participation because we had this relationship, and so they didn’t want to miss
coming to class or miss doing an assignment.”
Mr. J and Ms. C reported that they had students during school closure who were
struggling financially and also due to family members getting COVID-19 and losing their loved
ones to the disease. Mr. J noted:
The relationship I have with my students opened my mind to many things that I didn’t
think about. I had students sharing with me that they don’t know what they’re going to
eat or who didn’t have much for breakfast. It was a deep sense of trauma, students who
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lost someone in their family and then they share with you, this was definitely shocking to
me, but they trusted me.
Similarly, Ms. C recounted:
I feel like having preestablished relationships was pretty strong, I had students messaging
me about people in their family getting COVID-19 then passing away, and they were
very open and willing to say, hey, I need help, and I became the middle person who was
able to get them that help.
These teachers all reported that they perceived their classrooms as more respectful places
where problems get solved by taking responsibility. The focus stays mainly on learning and
letting others learn. And, where restorative practices offer their students with disabilities a safe
environment to practice becoming their best selves.
Strengths and Weaknesses of Restorative Practices
The general education teachers associated “behavior” automatically with students with
disabilities. Their views ranged from classroom management to holding students accountable for
their behavior and assigning consequences. The flow of discipline was characterized as office
referral, which led to the student leaving their classroom. In most cases, the teachers were
unaware of any assigned consequences. This ambiguity also advanced feelings of inconsistency
and frustration among the teachers.
On the other hand, the three special education teachers indicated that, in their experience,
general education students often display very disruptive behavior. Ms. G, who became a teacher
after being a paraprofessional for seven years in the district’s most restrictive setting, stated that
at her previous campus, behavior issues occurred “across the board.” She reported that now,
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despite being on a general education campus, she has witnessed the “gen ed population
exhibiting some of the same behaviors” that she remembers from her previous campus.
Furthermore, all three special education teachers added that the general perception always
is that students in special education are the ones who act out frequently. I discussed this
conundrum with the general education teachers. This discussion brought the strengths and
weaknesses of restorative practices into focus. Additionally, the change in teachers’ perceptions
due to the restorative interventions was also reviewed.
The teachers from School B—Ms. D, Ms. T, Ms. M, and Ms. K—all discussed the
change in their perspectives regarding discipline in terms of personal strengths discovered while
implementing restorative practices. They reported feeling empathetic, developing a more
balanced outlook, and becoming active listeners. Ms. D shared:
I saw leadership in me that I did not expect, we are all people, and even though I’m the
teacher and you are the student, we have many things in common. The restorative circle
discussions can sometimes go a lot deeper, which gave me an understanding of my
students at a different level.
Similarly, Ms. M discussed her students with disabilities who have behavior intervention
plans. She indicated that often these students struggle the most and lack self-advocacy skills.
This results in escape-motivated or attention-seeking behavior. She shared that she always
thought of herself as “not equipped to deal with them,” even when she tried her best. With
restorative practices, she conveyed:
I think that I’m definitely more honest with my students, like I tell them that I’m an open
book, and for the most part, I don’t hide anything from them. I think that is a strength
because they see that I’m human too because they think that teachers are here to just
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teach and go home, but now, they see that we struggle too, and that has led to
conversations with them.
Ms. K described her experience of finding personal strengths in answering students’
questions like a real person, “letting them know that I have a life,” and learning to enjoy the
students’ responses to two-minute connections or 90-second sparks. Since she teaches special
education in an inclusion setting, she explained that she serves the same students for three years,
in grades 6th, 7th, and 8th. She communicated that when the 8th graders are going off to high
school, she now feels like “that’s my babies who are going away.” This sense of emotional
connectivity shifted the focus from consequences when there are conflicts to strengthening
connections and finding alternatives to negative behavior.
The teachers at School B viewed the strengths of restorative practices as shifting the
focus from consequences or punishment to establishing relationships and helping students find
skills to resolve conflicts. Ms. S noted that although restorative practices are not “a cure or
anything like that” yet, she still appreciates what the intervention has done for her and her
students. She shared that last year she had a class period where she “tried everything, but this
class was making me go nuts, there was some friction every single day.” However, she kept on
implementing restorative practices, and this year, when she sees those same students in the
hallways, they:
Come up to me and say, oh, I wish I was in art again this year, so even when we had bad
days, and even if those bad days were often, it didn’t totally alienate those kids from me
or my classroom, which I think is very important.
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Ms. C and Ms. E described the strengths in terms of respect and kindness. They shared
that facilitating students in repairing their relationships with their peers also made them aware of
their tone and gestures. Ms. E reported:
I feel one of the strengths is the tone of the teachers’ voice and how we approach the
students. I think my whole approach is different now. I have become better at pulling the
students aside for a one-on-one conversation but also saying hi to them in the hallways or
checking on them to see how they’re doing. I am building that sense of friendship and
then having conversations about what they are learning in class.
Similarly, Ms. C connected one of the strengths of restorative practices to mutual respect.
She conveyed:
I feel like I am more connected with my students, and I feel like there is more of a mutual
respect. I always teach respect as kindness and not necessarily respect because a lot of
students, they don’t respond to the word respect. But I feel like they understand what
kindness is, and so with restorative practices, I am teaching them kind actions, and they
seem more receptive.
The discussion regarding any weaknesses that the teachers noticed in the implementation
process of restorative practices centered mostly around time, campus, and district-level support.
Additionally, some teachers pointed out that successful implementation required a shift in the
whole school’s mindset and not just individual teachers.
Ms. N shared that the math curriculum is so rigorous that “just trying to keep up with
everything, there’s hardly time to breathe, so I constantly have to figure out how I am going to
squeeze this in my lesson.” She acknowledged that although most of the restorative practices’
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interventions are fast, she still feels like student ownership, especially from students with
disabilities, requires more time than available.
The teachers at School B indicated that they were aware of a few online resources
regarding restorative practices. These resources consisted of self-paced short online courses and
recordings of previous training. However, most teachers from School A expressed that they were
unaware of any online or district-level resources. They indicated that they could approach their
campus administration if and when they require specific guidance. Nonetheless, they admitted
that they have never reached out to them for support in particular situations.
Mr. J shared that there have been incidents where teachers get “pulled into restorative
circles, but they might not even know what is going on.” Still, since the student is in one of their
classes, “the therapeutic part becomes, we are all getting together, and we are going to talk about
what happened because we’re not doing this anymore. Got it? Alright, let’s go” and “that has
been a circle,” and it gets checked off the list.
Both Mr. J and Ms. C brought up matching points regarding the campus trying to meet a
“quota” for restorative practices. Ms. C said:
I don’t know if the admin has a quota or they know that data is being collected, and they
want to make sure that the SPED count stays lower. Personally, and honestly, I feel like,
oh, it’s a SPED kid, so let’s use the special treatment of restorative practices versus send
them straight to in-school suspension. Many teachers feel like restorative practices have
become a special treatment, which can negatively impact how teachers view it.
Mr. J noted that there had been instances when breaking the same school code of conduct
has landed students who may be friends facing completely different consequences. Being a
special education teacher, he is aware of the requirement of manifestation determination for
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students with disabilities. This requirement states that when a student receiving special education
services violates a student code of conduct, the school personnel should consider the
circumstances of the behavior on a case-by-case basis and in light of the students’ disability
(United States Department of Education, 2018a). However, Mr. J discussed discrepancies in the
implementation process across the campus in terms of:
This discrepancy, like talking about a quota, when discipline has left your classroom, and
it is not in your hands anymore. In some cases, it is like who is the parent and are they in
the PTA or things like that.
His perception is that in these instances, the administration gets it “completely wrong,”
which affects how teachers run their classes and implement restorative practices.
The last weakness that emerged was shifting the mindset from relying on punitive
punishments to restoring relationships. Ms. S contended that on her campus:
There are some teachers who are just not willing to try anything new, but it’s like, what is
the admin supposed to do? If a teacher is just like, nope, I am going to continue doing my
thing, that gets aggravating to other teachers.
Ms. L noted that to the best of her knowledge, the district-wide implementation of
restorative practices has been on middle school campuses, with elementary campuses only
embracing some basic interventions. She stated that the incoming 6th graders usually have a
tough time adjusting and embracing the concept. She suggested that maybe the district should
start the implementation from 4th grade, which will make the transition to middle school
smoother.
Ms. C voiced a similar opinion:
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I would even say, like 3rd grade would benefit from it, and 3rd grade, I feel like, is when
the brain, I mean, we’re having to do STAAR tests for goodness’ sake in 3rd grade, so
that’s probably where restorative practices would need to be implemented as well as
provide that support, so students have a connection with the teacher when they have all
these academic pressures that are starting.
Another aspect of the change in the mindset emerged with the perception that there are
different expectations for different campuses. Ms. S noted that within the district, often students
transfer from one campus to another, but:
If we have a really good thing going at School A, but then the school that is five miles
down the road from us is falling apart, then where is the consistency? It would be nice if
more campuses were doing it or we knew what they were doing.
Ms. G also expressed that teachers do not know anything about district-wide
implementation or what “it looks like on a particular campus. There needs to be a rededication to
the implementation with fidelity” for the interventions to make an impact.
Summary of Dominant Themes From Participant Interviews
This section discusses the major themes that emerged in light of the research questions
and the participant responses. The three research questions revolved around teachers’ perceptions
of the implementation of restorative practices, any challenges that the teachers face, the strengths
and limitations of the process, and its effects on teacher-student relationships.
Theme 1: Stakeholder Buy-In and Sense of Community
Based on the participant interviews, a thriving classroom environment conducive to
learning relies on trust, safety, and a sense of belonging. Teachers noted struggles with behavior,
especially students with disabilities, as a hurdle to all students’ learning. The restorative

86
approach is built on the need for personal responsibility, accountability, and repairing harm.
Participants shared that attention-seeking or escape-motivated behavior from students with
disabilities impedes the learning of all students, and punitive punishments convey the message
that the teacher is helpless in controlling the situation. Most of the study participants reported
that they do not write office referrals too often due to a lack of follow-up from the school
leaders. Additionally, sending the student to the office requires at the least a phone call, which
takes away valuable learning time.
The participating special education teachers viewed behavior from students with
disabilities as their responsibility, especially while providing inclusion support to a general
education classroom. However, successful and sustained implementation of restorative practices
leading to a positive classroom community requires commitment from all staff.
A lack of targeted efforts to ensure stakeholder buy-in also surfaced as a hindrance to
effective implementation. The teachers were asked to attend the initial training without any
efforts at ensuring ownership. There have been no attempts to introduce restorative practices to
the parents. School districts make targeted outreach efforts when there are proposed changes to
school programs such as band or arts. Since restorative practices are not part of a curriculum and
discipline is usually viewed as a campus-level issue; therefore, involving parents as valuable
stakeholders had not been a priority. For students with disabilities, this implies different
behavioral expectations at the school and at home, which is disadvantageous to their socialemotional needs. The participants agreed that their students with disabilities were mostly
receptive to the interventions and that it eventually helped them open up and contribute
positively to the classroom community.
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Theme 2: Challenges and Consistency
A majority of the participants discussed their perceptions regarding lack of consistency in
assigning discipline consequences and expectations. Although there was a consensus that both
schools’ administrative teams reminded the faculty about restorative practices via newsletters
and weekly emails, it was not perceived to be a consistent approach. Some of the disparities may
have stemmed from the COVID-19 pandemic, but the teachers also pointed out discrepancies
before this school year.
Some other challenges were repairing harm while still holding students accountable for
their actions. This was discussed in terms of preexisting beliefs that perceived restorative
practices as without any consequences due to staff members generally not understanding the
concept of the restorative practice. Participants from School A discussed restorative practices as
a way to improve school-wide discipline numbers; however, they expressed this improvement as
meeting a preset quota. This perception among the teachers pointed to the pressure that campuses
experience to eliminate suspensions at all costs.
The teachers who attended the initial training did not fully internalize the interventions.
Nevertheless, the teachers reported that they do understand the importance of commitment to a
process to ensure its success. Yet, they also voiced their concern over the lack of resources,
which was associated with a possible lack of funding. The teachers reported that they were not
aware of any district-level personnel that they could consult if they needed clarification.
Teachers at both campuses named their campus administrator as their go-to person for specific
concerns but also shared that none of them had a special education background, and they have
not consulted with them on specific issues.
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Inspiring a shared vision and enabling the teachers to lead the implementation process
successfully requires organizational and cultural change at the district level. The traditional
approach to disciplining students with disabilities entails following their behavior intervention
plans and accommodations. Even though all staff members who work with students with
disabilities need to know the students’ individualized plans, implementing antecedent and
consequence strategies and collecting behavior data requires time and takes the teacher away
from providing instruction. Therefore, in a class of 20 or 30 students, a safe learning
environment depends on mutual respect, trust, and the necessary supports provided to the teacher
by the campus leadership. Staff commitment beyond the classroom and the campus to the whole
district was seen as a challenge to consistency and effective implementation.
Teachers also noted time commitment, lack of ongoing targeted training, and the
curriculum’s demands as challenges. Study participants who taught pre-advanced placement
classes or high school courses viewed restorative practices as an encroachment of their class
time. They reported that the pressure to follow the scope and sequence of the curriculum leaves
little to no time for the implementation of restorative practices with fidelity. One of the study
participants reported having students who are identified as having high-functioning autism in her
8th-grade algebra class. These students thrive when routines are followed and they have advance
awareness of upcoming transitions. However, spur-of-the-moment changes, such as
implementing brain breaks or mood meters, sometimes lead to anxiety or withdrawal. This
indicates an additional challenge that many teachers face. Focused training on meeting the
individualized needs of students with disabilities would ensure productive class time for all
students.
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Theme 3: Student-Teacher Relationships
The most vital theme that emerged was student-teacher relationships. The data suggested
that due to the COVID-19 pandemic, this relationship had become center stage. All of the
participants have been educators for at least six years or more. They were able to compare their
connections with the students before the introduction of restorative practices. They noted that
harsh practices such as office referrals, detention, and suspensions promoted feelings of
disconnect, unfairness, and continued behavior infractions. The participants also reported
instances of chaos in the school cafeteria, hallways, and in the classrooms prior to restorative
practices. Utilizing an authoritative approach to discipline was equated to a lack of compassion
and leadership by the participating teachers. Some of the teachers with more than 10 years of
experience shared their evolving views regarding behavior over time. However, the change in
their views was not linked to restorative practices alone, with experience, they were able to see
the value in humanizing their interactions with the students. The teachers discussed the studentteacher relationships as being proactive. This helped in the understanding of the student as a
whole person, with the teachers focusing not just on the content but also on meeting the students’
social-emotional needs.
The study participants also identified personal strengths that emerged from utilizing
restorative practices. These strengths advanced collaboration with the students and involved
them in making decisions. They reported being sensitive to not just the academic but also the
social-emotional needs of their students. Giving the students a voice in the classroom that was
not dependent on their knowledge of the curriculum ultimately led to respectful interactions from
both parties. For students with specific learning disabilities, this meant contributing to the class
without the fear of being judged. The teachers linked restorative practices with positive student-
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teacher relationships where misconduct was viewed as a learning opportunity rather than an act
of defiance.
Student perspective of fairness was presented as a factor that cannot be overlooked when
considering successful implementation of restorative practices. This factor played a vital role in
developing successful student-teacher relationships. Integrating student opinions and outlook
into everyday classroom management provided authentication, which in turn imparted students
with a sense of responsibility for their actions. The teachers shared that collaboration with the
students improved trust and reduced cultural, social, and racial misunderstandings. Additionally,
this collaboration also contributed to active communication, repairing damaged relationships,
and reducing the reoccurrence of maladaptive behavior.
All three identified themes of restorative practices are intertwined and lead to a thriving
student experience. Student-teacher relationships were denoted as the epitome of the successful
implementation of restorative practices, with the teachers signaling the need to nurture these
connections on an ongoing basis. The teachers also indicated the need for continuing training and
support from the campus and the district as essential elements. Overall, the teachers’ perceptions
illustrated a therapeutic program integral for breaking the cycle of punitive punishments for
students with disabilities while fostering long-term student-teacher connections.
Conclusion
This chapter presented the phenomenological data analysis from semistructured
interviews conducted at two middle school campuses. The findings from the interviews included
citations from the participants regarding their lived experiences when implementing restorative
practices. By coding and analyzing the interview data, patterns and three major themes were
identified as they related to the research questions. Chapter 5 will discuss the implications of
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these findings and provide recommendations to address the teachers’ perceptions of the
implementation of restorative practices.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
This study’s problem of practice was to explore teachers’ perceptions of restorative
disciplinary practices as they are implemented in two large middle schools in North Texas. This
chapter includes a discussion and interpretations of the findings, suggested improvements to the
implementation process of restorative practices at the middle school level, and recommendations
for future research. This study’s purpose was to investigate teachers’ point of view to help
answer the following three research questions:
RQ1. What are the lived experiences of general education middle school teachers
implementing restorative practices in their classrooms?
RQ2. What challenges prevent the effective implementation of restorative practices?
RQ3. When restoration happens, what are the strengths and limitations of the process,
and how do these facilitate teacher-student relationships?
Discussion of Findings in Relation to Past Literature
The study was conducted at two North Texas middle schools. A total of 12 general
education and special education teachers participated in the research. Nine participants of this
study taught general education students and students with disabilities. The other three
participants were special education teachers serving students with disabilities ranging from selfcontained class settings due to severe behavior issues to in-class special education support. Eight
participants taught general education core subjects: English, math, science, and social studies;
the last participant taught art. The participants served grades 6th–8th, with their teaching
experience ranging from six to 21 years. All except three teachers had attended an initial training
on restorative disciplinary practices presented in August of 2017, in addition to mini-training
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sessions or online modules provided during in-service days at the start of subsequent school
years.
The study’s findings showed that, overall, the participants had a positive view of
restorative practices’ initial training, which involved hands-on learning experiences. Yet, the
crucial role that ongoing training plays in sustaining these skills was also emphasized. The
participating teachers reported yearly mini-refreshers during in-service days or having access to
online modules. However, restorative practices’ training that accommodated different learning
styles and provided relevant real-life scenarios ensured active participation. Additionally, the
hands-on approach reinforced the concept and allowed fidelity of implementation (HomrichKnieling, 2019; Liang et al., 2019; Pomar & Pinya, 2020; Silverman & Mee, 2018). The
participants also reported on student-teacher relationships in light of restorative practices, a
factor that was characterized as essential to a positive classroom climate and crucial during the
COVID-19 pandemic.
One of the most central themes that emerged was student-teacher relationships and the
role restorative practices played in building and sustaining these connections. The participants
reported mostly damaged or nonexistent relationships before restorative practices. For students
with disabilities, these relationships could also be shadowed by the students’ deficits or their
labels. Studies have shown that these limited or weak connections also influenced peer
perception, which could lead to negative social experiences for students with disabilities (Zee et
al., 2020). Within the classroom, this disconnect manifested itself in teachers losing their
patience, not understanding their students’ life experiences, and relying heavily on office
referrals (Welsh & Little, 2018). Consistent implementation of restorative practices has been
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linked to lowered instances of defiance and disruption and giving the student a voice, which
establishes sustained relationships (Duong et al., 2018; Gregory et al., 2016).
Trust and mutual respect were listed as essential characteristics when working with
students with disabilities. Students with disabilities are at a higher risk for peer bullying and
harassment. Having trusted adults modeling positive engagements with these students provides
support and promotes healthy relationships both with the teachers and their peers (Wells et al.,
2019; Zee et al., 2020). The teachers also acknowledged the role cultural responsiveness played
in the school setting. School personnel who not just respect different cultures but respond and
celebrate the diversity set examples for their students and shape the thinking process of the
young minds in their classroom (Bussu, 2016; Welch, 2018). Restorative practices compelled the
participating teachers to conduct an internal audit of their thinking and actions. Veteran teachers
in the study sample discussed their past habits that stemmed from frustration and an inability to
respond appropriately when behavior issues arose. With restorative practices as a therapeutic tool
that focused on restoration, rehabilitation, collaboration, and communication, they were able to
support the behavior of their students in a nonjudgmental way (Daly, 2016; Goldys, 2016;
Mansfield et al., 2018; McNicol & Reilly 2018; Ortega et al., 2016).
Another factor that emerged in the context of student-teacher relationships was the need
for everyone’s safety to promote a sense of community within the classroom setting.
Exclusionary discipline not only translates into missed educational opportunities but also
negatively affects school climate due to students’ acting out or engaging in destructive behavior.
Restorative practices are positively correlated to higher student achievement both academically
and emotionally (Welsh & Little, 2018). The research took place at two middle schools; the
sense of community, respect, and acceptance becomes center stage during the 6th, 7th, and 8th
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grades years since students encounter multiple teachers and increased peer pressure (Prewett et
al., 2018). One of the study participants discussed respect in terms of kindness. For students with
disabilities, the attitude displayed by the teacher paves the way for peer interactions. When
teachers model kindness, they promote inclusiveness and decrease prejudice toward students
with disabilities (Polo Sánchez et al., 2018; Raufelder et al., 2016). Additionally, meaningful
relationships also pave the way for reduced bullying incidents and support social adjustment for
all students (Salle et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2020).
The last concept that emerged was building and sustaining relationships that go beyond a
single school year. Interactions between students and teachers, especially those that transcend the
boundaries of the classroom, empowered both the students and the teachers. Additionally, when
these relationships exist, students were less likely to challenge reprimands by the teacher and
accept responsibility for their actions (Claessens et al., 2017).
Participants shared that with restorative practices, their classrooms became safer and
more conducive to meeting all students’ learning needs. This is important since students with
disabilities encounter improved educational outcomes when their social-emotional needs are met
(MacDonnell et al., 2021). Additionally, positive relationships with teachers, peers, and the
school are also connected to students’ feeling motivated and engaged in the learning process
(Claessens et al., 2017).
While implementing restorative practices, the study participants revealed that they tapped
into hidden strengths that allowed personal and professional development. These strengths were
listed as leadership skills, kindness, empathy, and cultural awareness. A seamless integration of
restorative practices into the daily school environment allows the school staff to become more
cognizant of their emotions and actions. This awareness facilitates the identification of conflict

96
and leads to good decisions (Hulvershorn & Mulholland, 2018). Additionally, restorative
practices shifted the teachers’ focus to serving the whole child and understanding their
behavioral needs. Instead of finding quick fixes like phone calls to parents or office referrals, the
participants cultivated intentional relationships within the classroom. Many participants
discussed having individual conversations with their students rather than calling them out in the
classroom in front of their peers. Middle school adolescent students exhibit behavior that could
be occasionally perplexing to adults. However, by shifting the focus from the behavior to the
student and addressing their needs in a respectful way promotes positivity, engagement, and
motivation to succeed (Acosta et al., 2019).
The study participants listed the initial restorative practices training as very helpful. This
hands-on training afforded teachers the opportunity to practice restorative practices with their
peers. Thus, providing them with some real-world tools to introduce in the classroom. Training
sessions where the learning is connected to the issues being faced by the teachers and teaching
by example make a lasting impact that advances sustained implementation (Homrich-Knieling,
2019; Humphreys & Rigg, 2020; Liang et al., 2019; Pomar & Pinya, 2020; Silverman & Mee,
2018). However, subsequent training received by the teachers was less detailed, and the
participants were unsure about the school district’s handling of initial training for new teachers.
Additionally, most teachers expressed their view that the hands-on training should be repeated
for all staff every few years.
The data from the semistructured interviews provided insight into teachers’ perceptions
regarding school culture, classroom culture, initial perceptions, and preexisting beliefs.
Additionally, challenges in training and implementation and restorative practices’ strengths and
weaknesses also emerged as themes.
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School culture, classroom climate, and a setting where all students are engaged,
motivated, and learning appeared as a central topic that affected restorative practices
implementation and student-teacher relationships. The staff viewed administrative changes as a
move in the positive direction both for discipline and building relationships. The participants’
views regarding discipline differed depending on the population of students they served. The
general education teachers overwhelmingly associated discipline with students with disabilities,
whereas the special education teachers held the opposite view. Additionally, discipline was
perceived as a classroom management tool by the general education teachers, yet the special
education teachers viewed discipline in terms of connections with their students. The teachers at
School A brought up ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic status as contributing factors to the
school culture and classroom climate while also negatively affecting classroom climate and
school discipline. Students of color, those living in marginalized communities, and students with
disabilities are subjected to exclusionary discipline at a higher rate than their peers. This
disparity contributes to a learning environment that is full of conflict and obstacles for the
students (Anyon et al., 2016; Kline, 2016; Peguero & Bracy, 2015; Tyner, 2017).
The special education teachers also perceived a discrepancy of expectations toward
teachers and students of color stemming from unintentional bias. The teachers noted that since
the introduction of restorative practices, both campuses had made deliberate efforts toward
building collaborative bridges among students and teachers.
At times, the perception that discipline and restorative practices are not implemented
consistently arose at both campuses. The teachers shared that at School A, the administration’s
approach toward assigning consequences or implementing restorative practices seemed
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uncertain; whereas, the participants from School B shared their experiences with the previous
campus principal as impracticable, leading to chaos both within and outside of the classroom.
Another significant theme that shaped teachers’ lived experiences was their initial
perceptions and preexisting beliefs regarding restorative practices. Both Schools A and B were in
the same school district, and restorative disciplinary practices were introduced at both schools
without any targeted efforts at staff buy-in. In some cases, the teachers noted that they found out
about the district-wide plan on implementing restorative practices when they attended the initial
training. Although both campuses study discipline data as part of their in-service activities at the
start of the school year, the campuses did not connect the data to the introduction of restorative
practices.
Due to initial misconceptions, many teachers regarded restorative practices as too lenient
on students, not having any accountability, and requiring a time commitment that the
curriculum’s rigors would not allow. These preexisting beliefs led to a sense of disconnect, and
teachers approached the training with skepticism. Introducing new strategies without providing a
connection with the data leads to resistance and continuation of old practices. Additionally,
effective implementation of school-wide reform that is based on shared leadership ensures longlasting changes to established norms (Westmoreland & Swezey, 2019). The interview data also
revealed a lack of centralized efforts at student and parent buy-in or ownership. Once trained, the
teachers implemented the practices in general education and with their students with disabilities
using a variety of different methods. Although the participants reported a favorable reception by
the students, there were reports of students with disabilities as being apprehensive, not open to
the interventions, and not engaged.
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All of the participants except one had never communicated with parents about restorative
practices and believed that they were not aware of the interventions. The one teacher who had
communicated with parents regarding restorative practices was a special education teacher. He
teaches students with individualized behavior plans and regularly discusses discipline, behavior,
and consequences with his students’ parents and guardians. All of the participants believed that
there needs to be a focused outreach to the parents regarding restorative practices. Communitybased restorative justice provides the foundation for restorative practices with a focus on
collaborative mediation, open communication, repair, and support (Fronius et al., 2019; Zehr,
1995). A comprehensive approach to implementation, which includes the parents or guardians of
students with disabilities, is integral to the success of restorative practices (Judkins et al., 2019).
Both of the participating campuses have a student body that is somewhat transient due to their
families’ financial situations. Collaborating with parents and guardians across campuses
minimizes disciplinary placements, ensures consistency of expectations, and leads to the
development of community-based relationships (Ingraham et al., 2016; Sandwick et al., 2019).
The study participants saw this outreach as instrumental in ensuring that students with
disabilities encounter consistent behavioral and social expectations both at the school and at
home. The teachers also viewed this lack of outreach as a leadership deficit.
The conversation regarding challenges in implementing restorative practices revolved
around training and skills a teacher should possess. Although, all participants spoke favorably
about the initial restorative practices training. The consensus regarding subsequent training was
inconsistent. The participants shared that their campus administration puts out reminders about
restorative practices in emails and weekly newsletters. Additionally, restorative practices are a
topic of a mini-training session during the beginning of the school year activities. However, the
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teachers expressed the need for ongoing detailed and hands-on training. They also shared that to
their knowledge, the hands-on training was not being presented to new teachers.
Other challenges that emerged were teacher attitude and consistency of implementation
across multiple campuses. There was a perception that if a teacher refused to implement
restorative practices, no attempts were made to change those teachers’ minds. The participants
also noted that within the district, the expectation seemed to be disparate regarding restorative
practices. This disparity became evident when students transfer from one campus to another, and
they appeared unequipped to participate in restorative practices. The last factor that appeared to
have made an impact is the role of school administrators in not just the implementation but also
the sustaining of restorative practices (Buckmaster 2016; Duke & Tenuto, 2020).
Leadership and Restorative Practices
Research questions 1 and 2 explored teachers’ perceptions regarding the implementation
of restorative practices. The role of the campus and district administration was discussed in order
to better understand the teachers’ lived experiences. While all participants noted that their
campus administration teams reminded the teachers to implement restorative practices, the views
regarding the effectiveness of such reminders were mixed. Teachers at both campuses felt there
was a lack of consistency when discipline was assigned or when restorative practices were
utilized to solve conflicts. Additionally, missed communication opportunities also came up as
areas that the leadership should focus on in the future.
Restorative practices are rooted in community-based restorative justice models that
emphasize respect, building relationships, and placing value on the interconnectedness of all
stakeholders (Fronius et al., 2019; Zehr, 1995). The school community plays a crucial role in the
successful implementation of any new incentive or intervention (Judkins et al., 2019). However,
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none of the participants were aware of any efforts made by the school leadership to reach out to
the parents regarding restorative practices. Additionally, the initial introduction did not involve
any efforts at staff buy-in at both the campus and the district level. Shared leadership and
collaboration are connected to the success of new initiatives, where all stakeholders are able to
have a voice (Pomar & Pinya, 2020). This step is important since it advances ownership, which
is essential for a philosophical shift in beliefs (Humphreys & Rigg, 2020).
School administrators are charged with creating school communities that are conducive
to learning and are considered safe by all the stakeholders (Collier et al., 2019). Yet, at times the
focus on academic achievement removes the spotlight from the emotional-behavioral needs of
the students (Stotsky, 2016). Implementation of restorative practices by analyzing discipline data
and collaborating with the school community to ensure shared goals promotes a positive school
climate (Passarella, 2017; Wong et al., 2016). The administrators at both campuses provided
email reminders to teachers to implement restorative practices. However, only two or three
teachers were able to provide concrete examples of any other measures that the school leadership
undertook to implement and sustain restorative practices. Intentional efforts at changing the
mindset of teachers who may be resistant to providing cooperating teachers resources to
implement restorative practices successfully are leadership aspects that emerged as lacking
(Buckmaster, 2016; Duke & Tenuto, 2020).
Aligning the need for restorative practices with repairing relationships, restoring the
learning environment, and reducing exclusionary discipline, especially for students with
disabilities, is a positive outcome that requires clear communication from the administrators
(Fronius et al., 2019). Additionally, research shows that schools that implemented restorative
practices successfully followed a tiered model with tier 1 focusing on prevention, tier 2
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addressing the harm in the school community, and tier 3 providing intensive support for
struggling students (Chafouleas et al., 2016; Kervick et al., 2020; Kidde, 2017). However, the
participants for this study did not report the implementation process as following a tiered model,
which points to another avenue for the campus and district leadership to explore.
RQ1. What are the lived experiences of general education middle school teachers
implementing restorative practices in their classrooms?
The participants identified misconceptions, such as students receiving no consequences
and a general misunderstanding that maladaptive behavior will be rewarded, as initial barriers to
effective implementation. However, the assumption that restorative practices carry no
consequences and that every victim forgives and forgets is contradictory to the main idea of the
interventions that are based on mutual resolution (Brantley, 2017). Similarly, the perception that
restorative practices advance a simplistic approach to handling misbehavior takes the focus off of
the victims’ needs (Garbett, 2016).
The data revealed that once the teachers were able to internalize the interventions, they
were more willing to implement them. However, their experience was affected due to a lack of
readiness and a sense of involvement. A school-wide reform produces better results when all
stakeholders are engaged in the buy-in process. Data-based behavior intervention strategies
encourage teachers and administrators to establish expectations that are taught at the campus
level. Clearly defining areas that need attention, such as safety and achievement of all students,
promotes mindful action planning and implementation (Bradshaw et al., 2015). Additionally, the
need to align restorative practices directly with the importance of building and sustaining
relationships was overlooked (Garnett et al., 2020).
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Successful implementation of therapeutic interventions requires consistency, yet the
participants experienced discrepancies when conflicts arose. The participants felt that the
administrators, though, reminding the teachers to implement restorative practices, were
themselves inconsistent. Additionally, some participants reported instances where restorative
practices were employed with students with disabilities just to keep the discipline numbers low.
Another factor that overshadowed effective implementation was the perception that there are
teachers who are resistant to change, yet, no steps have been taken to address this resistance.
RQ2. What challenges prevent the effective implementation of restorative practices?
The participants viewed the initial hands-on restorative practices training as most
impactful. Yet, all teachers shared that subsequent training had been in the form of mini-training
sessions and online modules. Another challenge that the teachers faced was presenting
restorative practices to students with disabilities. The participants shared that they employed
private discussions, modeling, and consistent communication to ensure student buy-in. However,
participants noted that interventions that target the needs of the students with disabilities would
have been very beneficial. A lack of focused training could lead to unclear expectations, lowered
accountability, and gaps in interventions (Velez et al., 2020).
Perceptions regarding school culture and climate also emerged as challenges to the
effective implementation of restorative practices. The participants taught in middle schools with
diverse student populations. The overall perception was that the schools have a more positive
climate since the introduction of restorative practices. However, some of the positive changes
also correlated to changes in campus administration. Participants noted that although the
principals and the assistant principals at both campuses were promoting restorative practices,
their actions often came across as checking off boxes. This perception led to teachers not feeling
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supported. Another challenge noted was the perception that restorative practices take time. The
teachers shared that they felt pressured to meet the demands of the curriculum rigor, which does
not allow for any deviations. Therefore, ensuring there is ample time to implement restorative
practices throughout the school year is a challenge that requires attention from the leadership.
RQ3. When restoration happens, what are the strengths and limitations of the process,
and how do these facilitate teacher-student relationships?
Every participant viewed building and sustaining student-teacher relationships as the
foundation of restorative practices. Repairing broken connections or fostering new ones was the
focus of conversations with all the teachers. These relationships are at the core for repairing and
sustaining the restorative process (Zehr, 1995). Although there was initial skepticism,
participating teachers employed different approaches to introduce and implement restorative
practices. Building trusting, kind, and mutually respectful environments were reported as the
strengths of the restorative process. Some unexpected findings were the teachers realizing their
leadership skills and becoming culturally aware of their students’ needs.
The study participants also emphasized cultivating a sense of safety in the classroom,
where the conversations go beyond the content and foster a caring classroom culture. Respect
and care for people and the environment is a fundamental value of restorative practices (Zehr,
1995). Teachers reported utilizing their relationships with the students during the COVID-19related school closures. The teachers noted that they were able to take advantage of their
connections with the students during that time and provide them with the needed supports.
Some of the limitations that were reported were time and resource constraints, which the
participants felt could be handled at the district level, by, for example, hiring more special
education teachers who could coteach with general education teachers and support the social-
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emotional needs of all students on an individualized basis. Last, the issue of teacher buy-in was
also discussed as a hindrance to fostering successful student-teacher relationships.
Limitations
The analysis of the semistructured interviews was conducted in light of existing literature
and research on restorative justice, restorative practices, and the theory of justice. However, the
study was not without limitations. This study was conceived and implemented using the
transcendental phenomenological approach, where I depended on the participants’ willingness to
share their lived experiences with me. Additionally, the study was limited to two middle schools,
which provided a limitation to the sample size. I relied on snowball sampling to recruit teachers
willing to participate. This became necessary due to COVID-19-related virtual teaching that
advanced technology fatigue in most teachers. However, the 12 participants did provide a good
representation of middle school teachers, but the sample size should be acknowledged when
considering the findings.
Another limitation of this study is researcher bias. I employed bracketing during the
interviews and data analysis by keeping a reflexive journal of preconceptions and personal
impressions. Nevertheless, my prior knowledge of restorative practices could have limited my
understanding of the participants’ lived experiences and clouded my exploration of their
perceptions to the fullest extent.
Recommendations
This study demonstrated the importance of engaging in shared leadership, stakeholder
buy-in, and open communication to understand teachers’ perceptions of the implementation of
restorative practices. The school district’s decision to introduce restorative practices without any
efforts of staff buy-in undermined the teachers’ ability to own the interventions. Additionally, a
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lack of parent outreach points to problems with consistent expectations, which are necessary for
a thriving environment for students with disabilities. The school district and campuses hoping to
implement successfully and sustain restorative practices should consider the following
recommendations.
Recommendations for Practical Application
Research confirms that new initiatives must be implemented with stakeholder buy-in. To
ensure a sustained successful implementation, school leaders must first make connections
between discipline data and the school’s vision, then acknowledge that there is a need for
therapeutic interventions. A school-wide shift in dealing with discipline and behavior requires a
change in philosophical beliefs, which calls for a team approach (Humphreys & Rigg, 2020).
I recommend that school leaders not just acknowledge the teachers’ voice but collaborate
with them via open communication regarding their campus goals and aligning those goals to the
school’s and the district’s vision. Research also shows that teacher leaders are widely utilized in
implementing school reforms; however, traditionally, they are not part of any decision-making
process (Derrington & Anderson, 2020). My recommendation is to utilize teacher leaders by
empowering them to engage and collaborate with all stakeholders to ensure that restorative
practices are not just being successful but are also being viewed as consistent.
Administrator efficacy and engagement are essential in leading new initiatives. None of
the participants reported leadership attending the restorative practices’ training with them. To
achieve a mutual understanding of the implementation process, school leaders should participate
in restorative practices training with the teachers. This collaboration will advance a dialogue
regarding consistency. Additionally, it will allow the stakeholders to overcome misconceptions
and hesitations and determine the need for future targeted training.
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The school district may utilize the phenomenological data collected in this study to
facilitate planning and implementation at other campuses. Future implementation plans should
consider the individualized behavioral and social needs of students with disabilities. The
feedback from the teachers regarding a lack of communication with the parents needs to be
addressed. By establishing a partnership with the parents and the school community, the school
district can undertake the discipline disproportionality that students with disabilities encounter.
Last, the school district should provide the stakeholders with opportunities to periodically
study discipline data, especially as it pertains to zero-tolerance policies. Examining the
experiences of students with disabilities receiving exclusionary punishments could lead to a
change in the deeply rooted mindset that some teachers exhibit when faced with changes. The
school district should also evaluate the need for ongoing training based on feedback related to
students with disabilities from their teachers. Also, the school leaders and teachers should also be
provided with resources focusing on proactive strategies with the aim to reduce reactionary
disciplinary consequences.
Recommendations for Future Research
Restorative practices as administered to students with disabilities is a relatively new field
of study. Future research should explore student experiences, particularly students with learning
disabilities, students with autism, and students with emotional disturbance. Additionally,
broadening the scope to campuses belonging to different ethnicities and socioeconomic statuses
would contribute to understanding the impact of restorative practices on the social-emotional
learning of a diverse student population. Another interesting avenue for future research would be
to explore restorative practices from the parents’ or guardians’ point of view and the students’.
These studies would provide valuable insight into creating trusting community-based
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relationships and sustaining a culture of mutual respect, kindness, and trust. These studies would
also provide an additional and possibly contrasting perspective to the implementation process of
restorative practices. This information would be invaluable to the school district in planning and
collaboratively approaching future initiatives.
Conclusions
This study aimed to explore the perceptions of teachers regarding the implementation of
restorative practices. Using a transcendental phenomenological research design, I conducted
semistructured interviews to examine teacher beliefs about discipline, restorative practices, and
the implementation process. Additionally, the strengths and weaknesses of student-teacher
relationships as they evolved from restorative practices were also studied.
The qualitative findings demonstrated a strong agreement among teachers that successful
restorative practices require consistency in discipline from school leaders, ongoing focused
training, and buy-in from stakeholders. The most important findings of the study centered on
student-teacher relationships. These relationships are linked to strong, engaging environments,
which are conducive to higher-level learning.
The study also emphasized the need to align organizational changes with a districts’ and
campus’s vision and goals. Additionally, implementing restorative practices by utilizing a
creating a collaborative and shared leadership approach could create a successful experience for
staff and students. Finally, this study sought to address the persistent disparity that exists with
students with disabilities facing exclusionary punishments. This research provides suggestions to
consider these students’ individualized behavioral and social needs and consider these needs
when striving to reduce the discipline disparity this vulnerable student population faces.
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Appendix A: Letter to Participants
Date:
Dear Teachers,
I want to take this opportunity to introduce myself. My name is Asma Anwar, and as you
may remember, I was your ARD Facilitator for the 2019–2020 school year. I am getting my EdD
in Organizational Leadership from Abilene Christian University, and I am requesting your
participation in my research study about restorative practices. This research study examines
teachers’ perceptions of the implementation process of restorative practices with students with
disabilities, its effects on your classroom, and student-teacher relationships.
As part of the data collection process, I would be conducting semistructured interviews to
gain insight into the district’s restorative practices. The length of the interview will be between
one hour to one and a half hours, and we will utilize the WebEx platform for our meeting. We
will meet again for approximately 30 minutes if I have any follow-up questions in the days
following the initial interview; this meeting would also be conducted via WebEx. Last, I will
provide you with transcriptions of your interviews, so I can have your approval regarding its’
contents.
Your confidentiality and anonymity will be maintained throughout the study. You will
have the opportunity to pick a pseudonym, and audio recordings and interview transcriptions will
be moved to a secure thumb drive after the dissertation is complete. I am also asking all
participants to provide verbal and written consent before the interviews. I have enclosed a
written consent form for you to review. Your participation in the study is strictly voluntary, and
you may withdraw from this study without any repercussions. If you would like to participate in
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this study, please email me the completed consent form, and I will be happy to set up a time for
the interview.

Sincerely,
Asma Anwar
Doctoral Candidate
Abilene Christian University
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Appendix B: Questionnaire
All participating teachers will receive the following demographics questionnaire to ensure
purposive sampling.

1. How long have you been teaching at this campus?
2. What grade levels do you serve: 6th, 7th, 8th, or all grade levels?
3. What core subject do you teach?
4. Have you had students with disabilities receiving in-class support in the classes that you
have taught during the past three years?
5. Have you attended district-provided professional learning on restorative practices? If so,
when and how often?
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Appendix C: Semistructured Interview Protocol
1. Please tell me about yourself? How long have you been an educator, and how many years
have you worked at this school or district?
2. How would you describe the overall culture of this school? What are the strengths and
weaknesses of the school climate?
3. What comes to mind when someone mentions classroom discipline and maladaptive
behavior?
4. How would you describe the overall school approach toward discipline?
5. What are your first thoughts when restorative practices are mentioned?
6. How was the restorative practice concept presented to you? What efforts or measures
were taken to ensure staff or student ownership and buy-in?
7. What type of training and support did you receive or are still receiving for restorative
practices? What part of the training did you find most impactful in terms of
implementation in the classroom?
8. What are some areas that need to be improved in the training?
9. How did you present the restorative practices approach to your students? Specifically,
those with disabilities? What were or are their perceptions regarding the approach?
10. What were your experiences with parents or guardians regarding the buy-in of the
restorative practices discipline approach?
11. What skills must a teacher possess to implement restorative practices effectively?
12. What challenges did you face at the beginning? How did you overcome those, and what
challenges are still there?
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13. What assessment procedures do you or your team or department follow to ensure
continued success with the restorative practices approach?
14. Since restorative practices are considered to be less punitive than harsh exclusionary
punishments, do you think they are appropriate for the individualized academic and
social needs of students with disabilities?
15. What effects have you seen on student-teacher relationships since the inception of this
approach? Do you and your students have a more profound sense of community now?
16. In what ways has restorative practices positively or negatively influenced the behavior of
your students with disabilities?
17. Do the restorative practices approach bring out students’ and teachers’ strengths or
weaknesses? Can you please elaborate?
18. What have you learned about the student-teacher relationship as a result of implementing
restorative practices?
19. Do you consider your classroom to be a safer place conducive to higher-level learning
than before for your students and yourself?
20. How does the school administration support the implementation and sustaining of the
restorative practices approach?
21. Have you noticed any discrepancies between what is expected from you as a teacher and
how the building admin handles the discipline of students with disabilities?
22. What needs to change at the district and campus level to ensure that restorative practices
are being successful as a therapeutic alternate proactive approach to reducing
maladaptive behavior by students with disabilities?
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23. What role does the campus administration play in ensuring that restorative practices are
thriving given the individualized needs of your students with disabilities?
24. What kind of support should the school and the district provide given your experiences
from the past few years with restorative practices and the individualized needs of your
students with disabilities?
25. What advice do you have for other schools in the district that are implementing
restorative practices with their students with disabilities?
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Appendix D: IRB Approval

September 4, 2020

Asma Anwar
Department of Graduate and Professional Studies
Abilene Christian University

Dear Asma,
On behalf of the Institutional Review Board, I am pleased to inform you that your project titled
"Teachers’ Perspectives of Restorative Disciplinary Practices",

(IRB# 20-120

)is exempt from review under Federal Policy for the Protection of Human Subjects.

If at any time the details of this project change, please resubmit to the IRB so the committee can determine
whether or not the exempt status is still applicable.
I wish you well with your work.
Sincerely,

Megan Roth, Ph.D.
Director of Research and Sponsored Programs

