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Abstract 

 

This action research explores intentional planning for social-emotional learning 

through applied restorative practices at the Reading High School. The Reading High 

School has a total enrollment of 4,836 students split between one large high school 

referred to as the “Castle on the Hill” and three much smaller satellite campuses. This 

study of applied proactive restorative approaches through the teaching of circle lessons in 

primarily ninth grade science classrooms targeted three questions. How do intentional 

restorative practices in classrooms affect student attendance? How do restorative 

practices and proactive “circles” impact classroom behavior? What is the correlation 

between restorative practices and a supportive learning environment? 

This mixed methods study includes both quantitative and qualitative data 

collected over a ten-week period through tracking forms, surveys, and interviews. The 

triangulated data of the study reveal that attendance has improved, although it was 

somewhat inconsistent, and the social-emotional climate in classrooms did improve as 

evidenced by survey metrics and reported student perceptions from the five participants 

in the study. Additionally, it is noted that behavior concerns may require interventions 

that are targeted, such as proactive restorative circles. 

The use of restorative approaches in the high school setting, such as proactive 

circles, is validated by the findings in this research. There is a need for tailored support to 

expand and sustain intentional restorative practice implementation across all classrooms. 

Formal training coupled with refresher training in restorative practices for teachers and 

staff would provide a stronger foundation for increased use of restorative practices in 

classrooms.  
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CHAPTER I 

 

Introduction 

Our world includes more ways for humans to communicate with one another than 

ever before in history (Chen et al., 2012). Opportunities for communication in a variety 

of forms exist for people of every age. Despite these avenues to connect people to one 

another, the lack of human connection is at an all-time high. Innately, most people have a 

desire to be needed and value the need for belonging in social circles (McInerney, 2023). 

Because so much of today’s communication originates through electronic devices which 

lack the human element, challenges have surfaced with relationship building. Kumar et 

al. (2024) explained that digital distractions from the internet have impacted learning and 

students’ health both physically and mentally. Fernandez et al. (2024) noted that, in 

today’s classroom, email and Google Classroom push notifications and cell phones and 

Chromebooks aid in teaching and communication. The use of tools and electronic devices 

impacts the overall educational experience (Fernandez et al., 2024). 

Background 

In our schools, educating people about how to communicate effectively and 

develop relationships is a growing need. Relationship building is no longer a skill set that 

all people have and execute, but rather one that needs to be taught, practiced, and refined 

(Costello et al., 2010). Restorative practice is a social science which focuses on 

relationship building and repairing harm that has occurred between people (Costello et 

al., 2019). When applied in schools, these practices can impact many areas of the 

educational landscape. Restorative practice is a shift in mindset and a way of being with 

people that prioritize relationships. In school classrooms, the implementation of 
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restorative practices has the potential to lead to improved student behavior, increased 

attendance, and a social environment that is more positive for the students and the teacher 

(Hickman, 2023). Restorative practices in the classroom focus on building a positive, 

inclusive, and supportive environment that emphasizes healthy relationships, 

accountability, and conflict resolution. Rather than focusing solely on discipline or 

punishment, restorative practices aim to address harm, repair relationships, and promote a 

sense of community. Evans and Vaandering (2016) found that “nurturing healthy 

relationships is an essential element for just and equitable learning environments, as well 

as for addressing harm and conflict” (p. 60). Understanding students is a key aspect of 

effective teaching and learning. It involves recognizing their unique needs, backgrounds, 

and learning styles, and using that knowledge to create a supportive and engaging 

learning environment.  

Mitchell and Bradshaw (2013) supported that the success of students in schools 

depends on their ability to thrive in their environments. A necessary part of a student’s 

success is their ability to succeed academically. There are many factors that contribute to 

a student’s ability to achieve and one of those factors has to do with a student’s social-

emotional state of mind. Cobb and Krownapple (2019) examined that there is a need for 

student investment in strategies and approaches that will lead to a sense of belonging, 

equity, and desire for students to be at school. Restorative practices build community, and 

the lasting effects of this work can change how a student experiences school (Costello et 

al., 2019).  

The Reading School District has endorsed the use of restorative practices for the 

past five years. Support for the implementation of strategies that embody restorative 
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practices in the classroom began in 2020 with the hiring of two Restorative Practice 

Facilitators at the Middle School Level. Today there are a total of six facilitators across 

the district representing each of the five middle schools and the high school. As a 

restorative practice facilitator, the researcher has witnessed the impact firsthand of how 

restorative practice training and the implementation of the practices can change the 

culture of a setting in school. Desautels (2021) explained that students spend on average 

1,000 hours in school each year. School can be a place “of connection and inspiration 

where students can thrive with healthy interactions” (Desautels, 2021, p. 27). There is 

power for positive change when people feel heard and understood as a part of this 

process. The dedication of the district to this practice has been demonstrated through their 

investment in facilitators and the work has the potential to bring positive change. Wachtel 

et al. (2023) used the example of restorative conferencing in schools which began in 

1994, in Australia at Maroochydore High School in Queensland, stating that conferencing 

has been used in both elementary and secondary schools to respond to a vast array of 

problems. The implementation of restorative practices fosters relationship building while 

maintaining a level of accountability for actions. Restorative practice also provides 

students with a reason to be in school and helps to build communication skill sets that 

will last far beyond the high school years. This work requires research. Increasing 

graduation rates and keeping students in schools is a goal of the district and restorative 

practices can aid in supporting these goals.  

Capstone Focus 

 The need for this study in Reading School District surfaced as a result of 

increased student absenteeism, behavior issues among grade nine students, and a concern 
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from teachers regarding their ability to connect with their students. In this mixed-methods 

capstone study of ninth grade classrooms at Reading High School, the research will focus 

on the effect(s) that intentional restorative practices in classrooms have on school 

attendance, behavior, and the classroom environment. Required formal restorative 

training will be a prerequisite to this study for classroom teachers who will then 

implement the practices in their classrooms through daily interaction and eight weekly 

targeted proactive circle lessons. Qualitative data will be collected through pre and post 

surveys as well as pre and post interviews. Quantitative data will be collected for student 

attendance and behavior in the classroom where intentional restorative measures will be 

implemented. This convergent parallel design will bring together both qualitative and 

quantitative data simultaneously. There is a growing need to build capacity for student 

belonging and restorative practices can aid in addressing this need (Costello et al., 2019).  

Research Questions  

 This study explores the impact that intentional proactive restorative practices have 

on classroom attendance, behavior, and the social environment. The research 

questions that will be answered in this study are:  

1. How do intentional restorative practices in classrooms affect student 

attendance?  

2. How do restorative practices and proactive “circles” impact classroom 

behavior?  

3. What is the correlation between restorative practices and a supportive 

learning environment? 
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Benefits of restorative practices in schools include reduced suspensions, improved 

student behavior, better conflict resolution skills, and a more inclusive and supportive 

school culture. It also aligns with broader educational goals of developing social-

emotional learning and preparing students to navigate challenges in a respectful and 

constructive manner. Rodman (2007) stated that “only an individual’s connection to 

others will allow the full potential of a healthy conscience to develop, fostering high 

levels of empathy and confidence and a sense of capability” (p. 51). Restorative 

approaches go beyond academic achievements and focus on fostering a sense of 

belonging, mutual respect, and cooperation. 

Expected Outcomes  

When schools work intentionally to build a sense of community, they create a 

space where students feel safe, valued, and motivated to succeed academically and 

socially. Changing the mindset in schools involves fostering a culture that encourages 

growth, resilience, and a positive attitude toward learning. This transformation can be 

achieved through several strategies. One of those strategies is intentional restorative 

proactive approaches in the classroom. Cobb et al. (2019) explained, “Once we’ve 

transformed our current culture into a positive one, we can expect a many hundred-fold 

return on our investment” (p. 89). Restorative practices promote inclusivity by fostering 

an environment where students feel safe to share their thoughts and opinions. Everyone is 

encouraged to participate, and no one is left out. Empowering students to take ownership 

of their behavior, decisions, and relationships helps build self-confidence and encourages 

positive personal growth. Restorative practices also work proactively by setting clear 

expectations, teaching social and emotional skills, and promoting a sense of community. 
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These practices help prevent disruptive behaviors by creating a space where students feel 

heard and supported before issues escalate. For this study, the goal is that attendance rates 

in classrooms where proactive restorative practices are being implemented increase and 

incidents of behavior in those same classes decrease. The environments in the ninth-grade 

classrooms will become a more positive learning environment for both the students and 

the teachers. The long-term gain is a targeted increase in school graduation rates. 

Fiscal Implications  

 The direct costs associated with this study include the cost for Restorative 

Practice Training and the cost for substitute teachers to allow for teachers to attend two 

days of restorative practice training. This study could be replicated in another district as 

long as the financial resources exist for training and implementation. Additionally, the 

cost of not implementing restorative practice methods include the potential for ninth 

grade students to have to leave Reading High School to attend one of three Read Knight 

Accelerated Academies, which are satellite high schools in the district for credit recovery 

due to failure in the ninth-grade year. The implementation of restorative practice 

measures is necessary to reduce the number of students failing at the ninth-grade level, so 

they can maintain their place at Reading High School, which would help keep costs to a 

minimum. Indirect cost includes supplies to carry out the proactive circle lessons to 

include norms posters, copying costs, and other optional supplies. 

Summary  

 The findings from this study are intended to help spearhead the restorative 

practices efforts forward within Reading School District and further deepen the 

understanding of the impact that intentional restorative practices can have in a classroom. 
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The target goal is for results to show an uptick in attendance, a reduction in behavior 

issues or problems, and a positive sense of belonging among the students in classrooms. 

As Reading School District focuses on addressing the social and emotional needs of 

students, the intentional restorative practice approaches through the teaching of lesson 

plans and daily interactions with students that are "with them" could result in increased 

graduation rates in time. Implementing restorative practices can lead to a more positive 

and respectful classroom climate with improved student relationships, greater emotional 

regulation, and better overall academic outcomes. It aligns well with a more holistic, 

student-centered approach to education. “Repairing harm and transforming conflict are 

important components of Restorative Justice Education. When we prioritize healthy 

relationships and dignity of each person, we are on the way to establishing restorative 

school cultures” (Evans & Vaandering, 2016, p. 100). Rather than focusing solely on 

punishment for misbehavior, restorative practices emphasize repairing harm, promoting 

accountability, and encouraging empathy among students. It is rooted in the idea that 

discipline should not just be punitive but should also aim to heal relationships and create 

a positive, supportive school environment (Wachtel et al., 2023). 

 The history of restorative practice comes from the restorative justice system. 

Rundell (2023) reminds us that the work of restorative practitioners is aimed to honor 

human dignity and bring new insights and depth to working with people using fair 

process to “embrace the understanding of the meaning of relationships” (p. 11). The 

background and history of restorative practices are explored further in Chapter II.  
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CHAPTER II 

Review of the Literature 

 

Humans have a long-standing need to have relationships where they receive 

treatment with dignity (Bailie, 2019). The desire to belong and have worth through 

understanding has created the need for a social science called restorative practice. 

Restorative practices have a foundation in the principles of equity, respect, empathy, and 

dignity (Vincent et al., 2023). Restorative practice, according to Bailie (2019), is a 

framework grounded in dialogue that stretches across disciplines and cultures and is still 

in its developmental stage. Restorative practices started in the criminal justice system.  

Restorative Justice  

According to Wachtel (2016), restorative practices originated from the criminal 

justice system. The origin of restorative justice focused on working with offenders to 

make things right with victims. Restorative practices include a collection of concepts that 

stem from the work in the criminal justice community (Costello et al., 2019; McCold &  

Wachtel, 2001). The idea behind restorative justice according to Lang (2013) is to work 

with offenders by setting up meetings with those they have harmed by their crimes in an 

effort to hold them accountable and to repair harm that has occurred. Costello et al. 

(2019) found through restorative justice meetings between offenders and victims, 

offenders are less likely to reoffend, and positive outcomes have transpired because of the 

face-to-face interactions. 

Restorative justice addresses conflict on a level very different from that of 

traditional practice. Costello et al. (2019) stated that restorative justice focuses on making 

amends between those who have been harmed and those who have harmed. Wachtel et al. 

(2023) explained that “in the decade between 1986 and 1996 the American prison 
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population more than doubled, from 744,208 to 1,630.940” (p. 149). There has been a 

history in the criminal justice system lacking consistency. According to Wachtel (2016), 

as a result of delays in court rulings and the structure of the system, offenders often 

receive short-term and meaningless penalties. Wachtel (2016) argued that those who have 

committed heinous crimes should be confined, but there are many offenders who could 

participate in restorative conferencing, and through education and ownership of their 

offense, could reintegrate into society and be productive citizens.  

 This process of teaching empathy and understanding had been influenced by 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu due to his dedication to upholding human dignity. Archbishop 

Desmond Tutu received the Nobel Peace Prize, and this event was the start of the 

movement in restorative justice (Lang, 2013). The first meeting between victims and their 

offenders happened in 1974, when a probation officer, Mark Yantzi, facilitated a meeting 

between two teenagers and the people they harmed by vandalizing their property 

(Wachtel, 2016). As a result of the meeting, all parties agreed on the need for restitution.  

The focus of this framework in the justice system is “community-centered harm-

prevention by redefining harm, conflict, violence, and broken rules or laws as harm to 

relationships and reimagining justice as addressing the root issues of harm” (Trout et al., 

2022, p. 31). Restorative justice has many definitions; however, Weitekamp and Kerner 

(2023) noted that one difference between restorative justice and restorative practices is 

that restorative justice is a program that many societies have used over the years to 

resolve and manage conflicts, while restorative practice is a shift in mindset. Pranis et al. 

(2003) highlighted the notion that members of a community make connections with one 

another and have a duty to understand that each has roles in society that matter. 
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Restorative justice is a framework to address harm which is community centered. 

Wachtel (2003) stated that “beyond the formal criminal justice ritual, there are an infinite 

number of opportunities for restorative interventions” (p. 85). According to Kohll (2018), 

the restorative approach in the criminal justice system has made its way into schools as a 

way of addressing the indifferences happening in populations of color and those 

historically underrepresented. Restorative practices have evolved from restorative 

justice.  

Restorative Practice 

 Restorative practice is a social science that explores how to achieve social 

discipline and build social capital by people experiencing learning that is engaging and 

requires action and decision-making skills (Wachtel, 2016). Expressly stated, restorative 

practices are the “human need to belong” (Bailie, 2019, p. 5). Lang (2013) 

specified, “Restorative practices are a social science that studies how to build social 

capital and achieve social discipline through collaborative learning and decision making” 

(p. 68).  

The use of restorative practices in schools has become more popular because the 

practice has the potential to help create more positive communities in schools as well as 

promote safety, equity, and open doors to options for discipline that are much less 

exclusionary (Zakrzewski et al., 2021). Restorative practices intentionally teach 

interpersonal skills, build community, and address conflict through repairing harm 

(Darling-Hammond, 2023). The framework of restorative practices supports the needs of 

students following trauma. These practices in schools use language that centers around 

the term harm and focuses on addressing conflict or misbehavior. According to Darling-
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Hammond and Gregory (2023), “There are six pillars for measuring restorative practice 

implementation in districts and schools: culture, learning, practices, exposure, structures, 

and outcomes. Measurement at each level can help districts and schools overcome 

sticking points” (p. 10). Another way to view restorative practices is by exploring the 

restorative practice continuum. The purpose of the restorative practice continuum is to 

“maximize positive affect, minimize negative affect, minimize our inhibition of affect, 

and do as much of all three as possible” (International Institute for Restorative Practices 

Graduate School [IIRP], 2021, p. 10). 

Restorative Practice Continuum 

The five-step restorative practice continuum is outlined in Figure 1. Costello et al. 

(2019) highlighted the importance of this model’s outline of the five approaches to 

restorative practice applications.  

Figure 1 

Restorative Practice Continuum 

 

Note: Image adapted from 2019 The Restorative Practices Handbook for Teachers, 

Disciplinarians and Administrators (2nd ed), Costello et al., 2019 
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In Figure 1, the steps include affective statements, affective questions, small 

impromptu conversations, circle or large group, and formal conference (Costello et al., 

2019). The strategies from the continuum are useful together or separately and 

implementation does not have to be in any order. 

Affective Statements 

Affective language, which is a way of expressing feelings authentically in relation 

to an event or behavior, provides an opportunity to discuss and process unhealthy choices 

and explore how those choices impact others (Wachtel & Costello, 2009). Affective 

statements can be useful with people in any type of setting. Costello et al. (2019) outlined 

that affective statements are a way of “expressing your feelings" or “sharing impact” (p. 

11). It is necessary to be able to express feelings, both positive and negative alike, to be 

able to release emotion which is “the first step toward fostering healthy group dynamics” 

(Costello et al., 2019, p. 11). It is essential when using affective statements to be as 

specific as possible to promote feelings and expectations around behavior. Costello et al. 

(2019) identified affective statements as “the most informal process on the continuum” 

(p. 10).  

Affective Questions 

Affective questions are the second process in the continuum. Affective questions 

are very similar to affective statements in that the design of affective questions are meant 

to foster open dialogue by being specific around questions that define behaviors and 

actions. There are a series of formalized questions that the International Institute for 

Restorative Practices Graduate School in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, has put into practice. 

The following restorative questions from the International Institute for Restorative 
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Practices Curriculum are asked when a person harms another intentionally or 

unintentionally: 

The restorative questions asked to respond to challenging behavior:  

• What happened? 

• What were you thinking at the time?  

• What have you thought about since? 

• Who has been affected by what you have done and how were they affected? 

• What do you think you need to do to make things right?  

The restorative questions asked to help those harmed by others’ actions:  

• What did you think when you realized something had happened?  

• What impact has this incident had on you and others?  

• What has been the hardest thing for you?  

• What do you think needs to happen to make things right? (IIRP, 2021, pp. 84-

85) 

 These restorative foundational questions have moved from a conversation that 

started in informal conference conversations to a more formalized print version of those 

same questions onto business cards. O’Connell, past director of IIRP Australia, is 

credited with making the questions more formalized and accessible to families, staff, 

students, and the community (Wachtel & Costello, 2009). The restorative questions do 

not ask “why” when discussing with people who have offended or when discussing the 

impact on victims. This practice is designed to keep conversations moving toward 

resolution (Wachtel & Costello, 2009). 
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Braithwaite (2002) outlined that when relationships grow stronger, people are 

much less likely to cause harm. This notion supports the idea that offenders can seek to 

repair harm after the offense but can also build community and positive relationships 

even before an event takes place that requires a consequence. In restorative practice, 

punishment takes a back seat, and the focus becomes about repairing harm and building 

community, according to Costello (2019).  

Small Impromptu Conversations  

Small impromptu conversations are in the middle of the continuum. Informal 

meetings with students can happen at any time. Affective statements and sometimes 

affective questions are useful to resolve impromptu situations or conflict, but small 

impromptu conversations offer another restorative strategy. Costello et al. (2019) defined 

small impromptu conversations as a way of intervening early when small problems 

surface to minimize the problem and allow students to think about their behaviors and 

express feelings. Restorative practice can happen inside the classroom or outside of the 

school resulting in dialogue development and relationship building. Restorative practices 

may also include the use of strategies to mediate conflict to settle disagreements and 

assist students in making things right with others (Darling-Hammond, 2023).  

When using small impromptu conversations, this response is another opportunity 

to give students a voice regarding a conflict or a situation that needs resolve. According 

to Costello et al. (2019), it is imperative “to separate the deed from the doer” (p. 4). 

Circles  

Circles, sometimes called large group meetings, according to Costello et al. 

(2019), are more formal than affective statements, affective questions, and small 
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impromptu conversations. There are a variety of types of circles in restorative practices to 

include check-in circles, proactive circles and responsive circles. All circle meetings are 

flexible and can be very effective in building community among a group of people. 

Restorative practices, while not a program, is a way of working with people to address 

problems and to put things right through conversations, meetings, and interactions with 

others (Bevington, 2015). This practice can take the form of an informal conversation but 

can also be more formal through an organized restorative circle with a direct purpose and 

a topic of study for discussion. It is imperative that everyone in the setting can share 

without concern for retaliation. Additionally, there should be no psychological discomfort 

(Kervick et al., 2019).  

Restorative circles directly impact how people interact and mesh with their 

surroundings while at the same time confronting the use of culture and language that has 

been restrictive (Parker & Bickmore, 2020). Circles can “provide a forum to respond to 

conflict and wrongdoing” (Costello et al., 2019, p. 22). Hemphill (2022) pointed out the 

need for proactive strategies to be in place before responsive strategies will have a lasting 

impact. The circle process repairs harm, restores, builds trust, engages participants, builds 

relationships and community (Adamson, 2020). According to IIRP (2021), 80% of 

restorative practice work should be proactive and 20% of restorative practice work should 

be responsive. Heye (2023) stated that proactive circles are “circles that focus on 

connection, openness, and security” (p. 5). Rodman (2007) made the point that to keep 

healthy kids healthy, established norms must exist within a community. They must be 

clear, defended, and supported. Equally important is the support for students as people in 
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a community. Establishing norms as a part of the circle process aids in building 

community.  

Formal Conferences 

The last process on the continuum is formal conferencing. In school settings 

where students break rules and have a need for discipline, formal conferencing offers 

restorative solutions as a follow up to an infraction. Wachtel (2016) stated that if students 

own their actions, they could reintegrate back into the schools as better people because of 

restorative interventions, using techniques such as conferencing. This type of meeting is 

the most formal of all the processes on the continuum and takes the longest amount of 

time to execute (IIRP, 2021). Restorative conferencing also tends to involve a large 

number of people, agencies and families in an effort to restoratively work with an 

individual on reintegration back into the community (Costello et al., 2019).  

Other professionals that might attend a formal conference meeting could include 

social workers, counselors, probation officers, and police. These meetings involve the 

families of the offender and foster the development of a written plan that includes input 

from all parties involved (IIRP, 2021). Formal conferences can sometimes be useful in 

lieu of a suspension or expulsion in schools (Costello et al., 2019). Without cooperation 

and ownership by the offender, the process of restorative formal conferencing is difficult 

to do. Schools will sometimes pair a consequence with a follow up formal conference. 

Disciplinary measures may have to be instituted to follow school protocol as well as a 

restorative conference meeting (Berkowitz, 2019). The five steps of the continuum can 

assist with restorative strategies, but it is equally important that fair process is observed to 

get the highest degree of buy-in from people.  
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Fair Process  

The three principles of fair process are:  

• Engagement - Involving individuals in decisions that affect them by asking for 

their input and allowing them to refute the merit of one another’s ideas. 

• Explanation - Everyone involved and affected should understand why final 

decisions are made as they are. This creates a powerful feedback look that 

enhances learning. 

• Expectation Clarity - Everyone involved and affected should understand why final 

decisions are made as they are. This creates a powerful feedback loop that 

enhances learning. (IIRP, 2021) 

Kim and Mauborgne (2003) created the fair process structure to support that 

people may not always get what they want, but if the three elements of fair process are 

observed, the outcome is easier to support. Fair process states that “individuals are most 

likely to trust and cooperate freely with systems - whether they themselves win or lose by 

those systems - when fair process is observed” (IIRP, 2021, p. 56). It is equally important 

when talking about fair process to define and understand what fair process is not (Vander 

Vennen & Braganza, 2022). It is not a way of finding cohesiveness and full agreement 

with all people, it does not satisfy the wants and needs of all the people, it is not a process 

to “accommodate every individual’s opinions or interests, needs or interests; it is not 

about democracy where everyone gets a vote” (Vander Vennen & Braganza, 2022, p. 8). 

Restorative practices focus on doing things “with” people and this is explained in the 

social discipline window framework (IIRP, 2021).  
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Social Discipline Window 

  In Figure 2, the terms WITH, NOT, TO, and FOR outline a framework for ways 

in which people respond to the actions of others’ wrongdoing. The illustration below 

shows that there are four combinations of responses to wrongdoing based on the level of 

support and control that exist (IIRP, 2021).  

Figure 2 

Social Discipline Window  

 

 

Note: Image adapted from 2019 The Restorative Practices Handbook for Teachers, 

Disciplinarians and Administrators (2nd ed), Costello et al., 2019 
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Costello et al. (2019) explained:    

The model in Figure 2 suggests that educators, or anyone in a position of 

authority, can take the best of both axes and achieve high levels of nurturing and 

support with high levels of expectation and accountability. The idea is to support 

students and engage them in finding ways to curb their own negative behavior. (p. 

49) 

With the goal for “educational access and equity for all” working with people can make 

change meaningful and sustaining (Berkowitz, 2019). Restorative practices focus on 

communication and deal largely with emotion. Understanding how to cope with the 

emotion of shame is a cornerstone in restorative practices.  

Compass of Shame  

The Compass of Shame Scale originated from the work of Nathanson and 

Tomkins (International Institute for Restorative Practices Graduate School, 2021). Shown 

in Figure 3 below, the compass of shame is a scale that measures the various coping 

styles to shame. There are four quadrants on the compass of shame (Nathanson, 1992). 

The compass of shame illustrates “how human beings react when they feel shame” (IIRP, 

2021). It is imperative for school leaders to understand why students may respond in 

certain ways to various topics and situations.  

Figure 3 explains further how people may respond to shame. Nathanson (1992) 

observed that when the shame response is triggered, humans respond with “attack other," 

"attack self,” “avoidance,” or “withdrawal.” “Attack other” occurs when people blame 

others for behaviors. “Attack self” happens when people blame themselves, sometimes 

turning to self-injurious behaviors to cope. “Avoidance” is denial and may be paired with 
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actions that elicit a shameful feeling. “Withdrawal” is a shame response where people 

want to disappear. When positive affect is disturbed or interrupted, most people feel one 

of the shame responses (Nathanson, 1992).  

Figure 3  

Compass of Shame 

 

 

Note: Image taken from 1992 Shame and Pride: Affect, Sex, and the Birth of the Self., 

W.W. Norton & Co. 1992 

In Figure 3, Nathanson (1992) revealed that children learn at an early age how to 

assimilate emotion to scenarios in their lives, and then they protect themselves by 

adopting coping mechanisms or styles from the compass of shame. Vagos et al. (2019) 

suggested that “both the development of shame proneness and of preferred shame-coping 

styles occurs in parallel with the development of the self” (p. 95).  
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Shame feelings usually do not last long, but having an understanding about the 

compass of shame gives people a better perspective when instituting restorative practices 

that may cross into areas of misbehavior or wrongdoing (Costello et al., 2019, pp. 69-71). 

“Shame and shaming both operate in teachers’ professional behavior and in school 

systems” (Leitch, 1999, p. 17). Some research suggested that “shame can be implicated in 

important ways in student adjustment to the learning environment” (Johnson, 2012, p. 3). 

This study of restorative practices has a requirement of a two-day restorative practice 

training. Training is an essential component to restorative practices.  

Restorative Practice Training 

The training of teachers to use the circles in their classrooms comes from the 

International Institute for Restorative Practices Graduate School in Bethlehem, 

Pennsylvania (IIRP, 2021). The goal is for staff members to become a restorative 

practitioner of their own space. With the implementation of restorative practices and 

specifically restorative circle work from the restorative practice continuum, identifying 

when a school’s culture fails to align with the aspects of the continuum can be a sign that 

additional training and resources may be needed for the teaching staff to fully implement 

what practices with fidelity (Benvington, 2015). Results are accomplished through 

training staff and students alike in restorative responses. Darling-Hammond and Gregory 

(2023) advised that it is imperative to monitor and measure staff practices to be sure that 

all aspects of restorative practices implementation include conflict resolution and 

community-building. Restorative practice training annually for school staff should be of 

the utmost importance according to the Denver School-Based Restorative Practices 

Partnership (2017).  
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In a study conducted by Peart (2023), the outcome revealed that two of the study 

participants made requests for refresher training in restorative practices that caters to the 

needs of their school demographics and their community at large. Having a better 

understanding of the struggles that students may face when not in school could allow 

stakeholders to be more mindful and intentional in their restorative responses. Beyond 

those findings, this study outlined that there is no implementation model that addresses 

all of the concerns of all schools (Peart, 2023). 

 There is an essential need to personalize training and outline strengths of the 

populations in schools and to consider community demographics and challenges (Peart, 

2023). The need for restorative practice training in schools can be supported: 

When schools are perceived to have behavioral climate problems, punitive reform 

efforts often employ a deceptive but alluring logic. The pervading thought is that 

poor behavioral climates can be addressed through lowering tolerance for 

undesired behaviors, and in the process increasing punitive responses to students 

exhibiting said behaviors. (Huguley et al., 2022, p. 139) 

According to Prince (2021), urban schools are heavily laden with trauma experiences. 

Those experiences touch the lives of the students and the adults in the buildings. Prince 

(2021) went on to point out the need for more mental health professionals in schools to 

help address trauma. Psychologists, school counselors, social workers, and agency 

professionals are an asset to schools to address the needs of students, but only to the 

degree in which they are trained in their professions. Darling-Hammond (2023) outlined 

in his study that there is a need for training of school resource officers (SROs), school 
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staff, and those in leadership roles to have the movement toward a transformation in the 

culture. 

According to Wachtel and Costello (2009), restorative practice training 

encouraged learning and growth that resulted in a positive change in staff response and, 

ultimately, student behaviors. Staff shifted away from punitive responses and focused on 

encouraging students to think about what they had done and who was affected by their 

actions. Another consideration was how they would repair the harm that had been done as 

a result of their actions. Training staff in restorative practices teaches skill sets that can be 

applied to the classroom. One goal of the restorative practice application is that student 

attendance will improve.  

Attendance 

 Heightened absenteeism and student refusal to attend school and classes while in 

school is linked to school phobia, emotional distress, and social anxiety (Gubbels et al., 

2019). In schools, social anxiety has also impacted classrooms and how they function 

academically. There was an uptick after the pandemic in students of social isolation, 

absenteeism, and lower success rates in academics, and evidence of poor peer 

relationships (Bano et al., 2019). In a study conducted by Watts and Robertson (2002), 

the findings show that the number of absences, tardy students, and suspension all 

decreased after instituting restorative practices. Implementing these practices in the study 

from 2016-2018 supported the hypothesis that the addition of these services would bring 

the number of students who were absent down as well as reduce the issues that would 

lead to discipline. 
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Student attendance in schools is a vital part of the daily expectations for student 

success. The rate of attendance definition includes the ratio of the number of students 

over the course of a year who have been in school compared to the number of students 

required to be in school for that given year (Law Insider, n.d.). In a study conducted by 

Gubbels et al. (2019), intentional interventions are needed in classrooms to reduce 

absenteeism in schools as well as to reduce the dropout rate. Preventive strategies have 

shown to have the most positive impact. Restorative practices along with social 

emotional learning SEL have been outlined by Manassah et al. (2018) as avenues to 

explore for addressing the daunting challenge schools face regarding low performance, 

frequent school discipline challenges and absences. 

Darling-Hammond (2023) reported that from 2013 - 2019, the increased use of 

restorative practices reduces safety and behavior issues to include gang membership. 

Additionally, this study found improvements in the health of students, less illness, and 

reduced rates of depression. Lastly Darling-Hammond (2023) noted, “Improvement in 

educational outcomes, including reduced absence rates and improved GPAs”                 

(p. 8). Student behavior is another aspect of a student’s day that directly impacts the 

classroom community and academic success.  

Behavior and Discipline  

According to Wachtel et al. (2023), “Our schools, are experiencing more 

disciplinary problems, more violence, truancy and dropouts” (p. 149). Osta (2020) said 

that “the way we respond to our crisis is the crisis” (p. 1). Consideration and research into 

the ways in which students’ emotional needs are being addressed in schools is a valid 

concern. Bornstein (2018) found in his study that there was an establishment of morning 
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meetings that became a part of the daily rituals in classrooms. While these changes were 

making a slow and steady impact with out-of-school suspensions dropping by 45%, and 

in-school suspensions dropping by 80%, some teachers were operating from a place of 

fear as it relates to previous mandates and accountability, so they struggled to fully adopt 

new ideas for classroom change. There is inequity in schools when it comes to race, and 

the inequity often surfaces through “discrepancies in school discipline” (Manassah et al., 

2018, p. 22). 

 According to Vincent et al. (2023), restorative practices have been useful as a 

way of approaching discipline and this approach comes from the judicial system where 

restorative justice began. Restorative practices, which are modeled after restorative 

justice, have had positive impacts on the school climate and behaviors in schools. School 

discipline has traditionally been exclusionary in nature and this type of punitive response 

often leads to consequences like detention, suspension, and even expulsion (Vincent et 

al., 2023). The philosophy of restorative justice puts the notion of repairing relationships 

at the top of the list when some type of harm happens. In a study conducted by Darling-

Hammond (2022), academic performance improved with regular restorative practices, 

and there was a decline in the rates of discipline that was exclusionary in nature. The 

study found over 265,000 middle school students that spanned the state of California, 

with the most academic achievement improvements and highest rates of decline in out-of-

school suspensions, were those who had maximized opportunities with the use of 

restorative practices (Darling-Hammond, 2022).  

Huang et al. (2023) studied the implementation of restorative practices through a 

model called the RP Project with SEL and racial equity activities in 18 schools with 
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students in grades one through twelve.  Although this two-year study was cut short by 

one year due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the results are worth noting. The study found 

that students who had a history of out-of-school suspension were much less likely to get 

suspended after the intentional intervention of restorative practice implementation for a 

year. The intentional interventions included five main components: professional 

development and training in restorative practices, staff coaching, community building 

circles that include plans to meet the needs of the grade levels in which they were being 

implemented, social-emotional learning and training for the delivery of the SEL 

curriculum developed specifically for each grade level. As a result of this study, the use 

of restorative practices as a means for reducing out-of-school suspensions for those who 

have a history of suspension and academic struggles may prove to be effective.  

To fully engage in restorative practices, Vincent et al. (2023) stated that educators 

must fully evaluate and explore the impact that behaviors are having on oneself or others 

and move away from a formalized, traditional discipline that focuses on compliance. 

Wachtel et al. (2010) pointed out from his research that with the “zero tolerance” policies 

that exist in schools, the negative statistics continue to grow around student suspension 

and expulsions (p. 149).  

Bornstein (2018) noted change when restorative practices were put into place. A 

shift in mindset and practice took place when the in-school suspension room became a 

reflection room. This response gave students a chance to process, de-escalate, resolve 

conflict, and repair harm. Costello et al. (2019) discovered that most schools have 

reported that disciplinary referrals and actions have been significantly reduced as a result 
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of restorative practices. Students have also reported that there is a different feel in the 

school and that feeling is more positive.  

Darling-Hammond (2023) found that students who were exposed to restorative 

practices not only had a decrease in the number of suspensions for all students, but that 

the duration of the suspensions also decreased for the white students engaged in those 

same restorative practices. Restorative practices, when implemented with fidelity, have 

an intent to change how schools view punitive discipline. Mavrogordateo and White 

(2020) showed that when restorative practices are employed, for the purpose of reducing 

punitive actions, less response is required from the administration for misbehavior.  

Cruz (2023) researched restorative practices as an alternative way to manage 

student behavior over a span of time. According to his findings, over a three-year period, 

there was a reduction in referrals for discipline when restorative practices were in place in 

four Texas secondary campuses, and there was an increase in student attendance as well 

(Cruz, 2023). There was a reduction in the use of suspension and expulsions because of 

the reimplementation (Cruz, 2023).  

One finding by Watts and Robertson (2002) revealed an uptick in the number of 

incidents reported related to discipline compared to the group not receiving restorative 

interventions. The increase in reports and informal referrals may suggest that using 

restorative practices as an alternative to punitive discipline, like suspensions, may yield 

more informal discipline reports and referrals, which suggests a change in how student 

behavior is managed and addressed. As the shift transpires from punitive to restorative, 

the steps taken to change these practices may require more work up front. Another 

consideration is the effect that restorative practices have on the environment in a school.  
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Environment and Culture  

School culture, as defined by Prince (2021), is “the sum total of the behaviors and 

interactions of all adults and children, their attitudes and norms, and the extent to which 

the school is safer, supportive, healthy, engaging, inspiring, and challenging for all” (p. 

35). Prince (2021) went on to define school climate as “the collective perception of how 

well a school provides suitable conditions for learning, for positive social, emotional, and 

character development, for all staff to grow professionally, and for parents, families, and 

community resources to become engaged in the school” (p. 35). 

Adults in school settings can foster a culture for students where dignity is honored 

for each member of the group by being in tune with how body language is expressed, 

tone is used, and the way in which expressions and communications are conveyed 

(Wachtel & Costello, 2009). The main themes that surfaced from a study by Starnes 

(2023) were the importance of conflict resolution, how restorative practices can have a 

positive impact on student behavior, and that communication rises to a high level of 

importance in building trust. When the staff become connected to one another and are in 

tune with emotions, Desautels (2021) stated that the students will reap the benefits of this 

“emotional contagion” (p. 49). Starnes (2023) found that when evaluating the beliefs and 

attitudes of teachers about school climate and restorative practices that “adopting 

restorative techniques by educators has a favorable effect on the climate in the classroom 

and the school as a whole” (p. 92.) According to Gregory and Evans (2020), the interest 

in restorative practices over the last two decades has grown, and many schools are 

looking to improve relationships between students and teachers with the use of restorative 

practices.  
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Velez et al. (2020) recognized that the beliefs of the educators and their attitudes 

matter when implementing restorative practices in schools. Restorative practices have 

been shown to influence the school and social climates in schools and have impacted the 

way in which both staff and students experience the school environment in a positive 

way. According to Heye (2023), it is the philosophy of The International Institute for 

Restorative Practices that using circles in classrooms can impact the group as a whole and 

change the learning environment as well as make a difference in the culture of a 

classroom. This formal process can produce rewards for the students and the adults in a 

school setting. Watts and Robertson (2021) noted in their findings that more research on 

how to use school wide sustainability through training and resources to change school 

culture and make a transformational shift, is necessary. The use of proactive circle 

lessons in the classroom will be the main focus of this study. Circles are one strategy 

used to apply restorative practices.  

Circle Application  

According to Joseph-McCatty and Hnilica (2022), one year of restorative circles 

practice inside of a large urban high school in a mid-sized urban city benefited the school 

community. The study found that after 36 restorative circle lessons were conducted with 

students, there were connections between student belonging and teacher safety and 

connections between student circle commitment and student ownership. This study also 

found that teacher buy-in had an impact on the overall effectiveness of the circle 

meetings. Heye (2023) stated that because of circle meetings, students and teachers will 

be happier and that teachers will teach better. According to a study by Leaton (2018), 
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teachers are already very skilled at adapting and conversing with their students, and 

running circles is really an extension of those conversations. 

 In a study conducted by Franza (2023), the use of restorative circles produced 

four themes to include: a stronger sense of community (as students learned about one 

another), plans for future goals and aspirations were explored on a deeper level, there was 

an increase in the feeling of school connectedness with teachers and growth among 

students in the area of emotional and social well-being. Intentional planning for circle 

implementation is necessary in order for the process to be most impactful for the 

participants (Manassah et al., 2018).  

Gazit et al. (2023) reported that when principals of students from underprivileged 

high schools used frameworks to promote collective decision making, there was a direct 

positive impact on their student body. What is more, while there are barriers to students 

with disadvantaged backgrounds, coming together with a framework for students to be 

able to make decisions as a group collectively, had a positive impact for those students 

whose rollout of the participatory frameworks was slow and intentional.  

Hempill (2022) found that when using proactive circles in 9th grade physical 

education classes in North Carolina, that these practices are not only applicable to this 

type of setting, but that practice circles were a prerequisite for the use of healing circles 

to address harm and conflict. “Facilitating circles is about creating community. A circle 

provides a space to hear each other’s voices. Building relationships proactively will help 

when the community experiences a conflict” (Adamson, 2020, p. 10). To adopt the 

restorative practices in schools, a mindset shift is necessary.  
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Shift in Mindset  

Restorative practice implementation requires change. Some educators may 

struggle to make the necessary 180-degree shifts in their roles. Daily (2023) suggested 

the idea of making small changes over time in increments of 2-degrees. The analogy 

focuses on an airplane making 2-degree changes over time slowly. The end result is that 

the plane is now flying in a whole new direction because of those small changes. Small 

changes can bring about huge rewards. When a person becomes consistent with the 2-

degree changes, it can result in a positive change in the outcomes of life. The 

implementation of restorative practices in a classroom to the 2-degree shift is paramount 

because small changes in the classroom with the use of affective statements and questions 

as well as the use of circles can have the potential to impact the culture of the room over 

time (Daily, 2023).  

A plan for restorative practices or “strategic blueprint” should have clear goals 

and high expectations that start at the superintendent level and principal level. The result 

is a more sustaining buy-in from the staff, and this idea is what creates a shift in the 

culture of a school. It is a way that the systems help the district “help principals help 

teachers help students” (Hickman, 2023, p. 11). Research has shown according to a study 

conducted by Hall et al. (2021) that participants expressed the shift in mindset takes 

several years and that the most impactful results can be seen over time. An unnamed 

restorative practice specialist from the study further explained: “If this is going to 

something intentional, if this is going to be something that lasts, and becomes sustainable, 

it has to be done slowly… like a Native person, I’m thinking 7 generations from now. I’m 

thinking this work right now, these couple of years, that’s just the pebble in the sand” (as 
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cited in Hall et al., 2021, p. 375). Caring for each other will be learned by example and 

expectation (Rodman, 2007, p. 51). The shift to restorative practices comes with 

difficulties that must be considered. Barriers can cause the implementation process to 

slow down or even stop.  

Barriers 

 

In a study conducted by Joseph-McCaddy and Hnilica (2023), one barrier that 

emerged from the year-long study of restorative circle implementation in 2015-2016 for 

the “Safer Saner Schools Restorative Practices Intervention” was that the qualitative 

findings “suggest that educators' felt their use of circles took too much time” (p. 

8).  Some additional resistance to circle use can result from lack of knowledge: 

If the foundational elements of restorative practices are not fully understood, 

according to the policy and interventions will not be implemented well, the 

outcomes will be inconsistent, and teachers and leaders will not want to buy-in. 

Participants (n = 8, 67%) indicated a lack of accurate knowledge to be a 

significant barrier to implementation. (Hall et al., 2021, p. 374)  

Joseph-McCatty and Hnilica (2023) also found that while using circles to a high degree in 

classrooms without moving from low-risk questions to a variation of topics and 

questions, students and teachers can feel what the author calls “circled-out” (p. 7).  

Systems change is necessary, according to Wachtel (2003), “If systems are not 

innately restorative, then they cannot hope to affect change simply by providing an 

occasional restorative intervention. Restorative practices must be systemic, not 

situational” (pp. 86-87). “The field needs a model of culturally responsive restorative 
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practices that allows for adult staff transformation as well as the healing of interpersonal 

harms” (Lustick, 2021, p. 1285).  

There is a need to have quality questions and quality time spent when with 

students in circles (Joseph-McCatty & Hnilica, 2023). The circles should promote 

relational growth, community, and include problem solving. The size of circle groups, in 

the study conducted by Joseph-McCatty and Hnilica (2023), revealed that the impact of a 

group that has high numbers exceeding 25 students is less productive. 

The school environment and the shift in operational mindset to restorative 

practices requires this opportunity for students, staff, and administrators to be able to face 

biases in their organizations (Bornstein, 2018). There also need to be spaces in schools 

where staff and students can resist forces that are oppressive and build meaningful 

relationships with one another. In a study conducted by Bevington (2015), factors 

suggested barriers to the implementation of restorative practices in the classroom. Some 

of the barriers outlined included lack of space, lack of time, the training level of the staff 

members, the emotional state of the staff and /or the student at the time of the restorative 

intervention and a lack of confidence in the restorative process as a result of limited 

exposure or practice. The application of restorative practices in the classroom is not 

without obstacles. 

Challenges 

Gregory and Evans (2020) identified a 3-5 year timeline in order to see 

measurable gains with restorative practices in schools as well as a change that is 

measurable. People who may endorse punitive responses to behavior may need more time 

for the practical application of restorative actions before fully endorsing the practices.   
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One study by Reimer (2019) found that when there was a lack of trust between 

educators, the implementation of restorative practices in classrooms made it difficult for 

the modeling of such practices in classrooms. Furthermore, teachers who struggle to have 

positive relationships with their peers lack the ability to model the expected restorative 

practices with fidelity in their classrooms, resulting in a much less effective outcome 

(Reimer, 2019).  

Hickman (2023) highlighted the idea that purpose is essential to the 

implementation of any new initiative. The purpose must align with the overarching goals 

of the school district as set forth in the comprehensive plan, the school vision, and 

systems that are in place to promote restorative practices. Research by Hickman (2023) 

conducted over the past five years has indicated that there is a great deal of evidence to 

support that there are a number of schools implementing restorative practices in a 

haphazard manner. The lack of expectations, partial implementation of restorative 

practice, the lack of clear goals, and the focus on small subgroups in the populations such 

as counselors or social workers has limited the impact of restorative practices with 

teachers and school districts at large (Hickman, 2023). 

When it comes to the implementation of restorative practices, there have been 

challenges to its implementation in schools to include the need for cultural shifts, as well 

as factors and pressures in society (Hall et al., 2021). More research on the topic of 

restorative practice implementation in the classroom is necessary.  

Future Research  

As a school leader, Desautels (2021) highlighted that the modeling of connection 

from leaders with staff is critical. There is a direct link between the workplace 
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environment and educator wellness. Mavrogordato and White (2020) found that school 

leadership is a key factor in the implementation of the restorative methods as those 

leaders can both “enable and obstruct practices” without even knowing fully the degree 

of the impact of the decisions being determined around the behavior. 

 Ortega et al. (2016) warned: 

 As restorative approaches gain traction in schools, the resulting tension between 

the two vastly different philosophical approaches presents a new set of challenges 

for school officials to navigate. Current punitive school policies emphasize zero 

tolerance, which sustains a climate of fear and punishment. (p. 466)  

 The Compass of Shame highlights another area of consideration for further 

research among students’ shame, and their level of engagement in schools (McWilliams, 

2017). It may not be possible to impact every student by changing the culture of a 

classroom; however, recognizing students’ academic emotions and finding ways to 

connect with students through positive experiences in the classroom may significantly 

have an effect on student motivation (Arnold, 2024).  

 In research, Mrowka et al. (2024) looked beyond the lens of the High School 

Level and the potential impact of restorative practices' circle work at the collegiate level. 

The findings outlined that “restorative practices can contribute to liberation when 

implemented explicitly, with intention, and with an eye towards transformative and 

systems-level change” (p. 80). While the focus of this study was on restorative practice 

circle work at the high school level, exploration of proactive circle practices in higher 

education could benefit from further exploration.  
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McCluskey et al. (2008) found that some challenges in the implementation of 

restorative practices in schools led to other questions like “What are we restoring to?” 

and “What are the nature of the relationships we have in school? (p. 29). These authors 

pointed out that there is still a disconnect between theory and practice when it comes to 

making a true change in a school system that is lasting and impactful. There is evidence 

that school leaders strongly influence practices in the classroom. Goddard et al. (2019) 

further explored the impact of buy-in from top-down leadership on the lasting effects of 

restorative practice can be explored. Restorative practices are a field that requires 

continued research in the school setting. 

Summary 

 

The restorative practices' framework uses the “language of the social sciences,” 

according to Bailie (2019), to provide a way in which to promote human dignity through 

belonging, voice, and agency (p. 13). Research findings by Gonzalez et al. (2019) showed 

that schools with successful restorative practices were made up of teachers who 

implement restorative practices by using healthy behavior, respectful practices, and 

modeling of restorative values. Change is necessary in schools according to because 

“scant attention is paid to healing. The focus is on punishment” (Wachtel et al., 2010, p. 

149). When adults speak the truth and are authentic, students can better relate and build a 

community with the adults (Berkowitz, 2019). Lasting change in an organization takes 

time, buy-in from stakeholders, training, education, and support.  

In a study conducted by Peart (2023), one participant noted that there was a need 

for the faculty members to build trust among themselves to develop their own sense of 

community. Themes of community building emerged from the study and quickly rose to 
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the top on the list of qualities that matter most in restorative practices. Further, the use of 

a common language across the district and in buildings emerged to support ways that 

restorative practice can be most effectively implemented (Peart, 2023). In some cases, 

many staff received training in schools in the way of restorative practices, but without a 

plan for implementation, fidelity to the principles of restorative practices was lost 

(Hickman, 2023). A “human capital plan” helped dramatically with sustainability of 

restorative approaches in school districts (Hickman, 2023, p. 11). Restorative practices in 

schools created a framework that invites patterns, which were likely to produce social-

emotional outcomes that are positive (Marcucci, 2021). A “universal message of purpose 

and support” from the school leaders to the teachers must be in place from the onset of 

the implementation of new initiatives to include restorative practices. For lasting and 

transformative changes to take place, there must be transparency and open 

communication with stakeholders to include parents and the community.  

Restorative practices, when implemented with fidelity, allowed all stakeholders in 

the school organization to feel a sense of belonging, foster leadership, and prioritize 

human dignity for all (Hickman, 2023, p. 13). Rodman (2007) explained: 

Reclaiming youth will only thrive in a restorative community. To achieve the 

happy, productive adults who voluntarily support the norms of the community, 

professionals need to be high in concern for kids and supportive of the community 

they build together. (p. 51)   

Hall et al. (2021) agreed that there is a need to be very intentional with the shift to 

restorative ways in schools for the highest degree of effectiveness.  
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

 This chapter provides the background for the research conducted and explains the 

methods that were used to complete the action research. Rundell (2023) defined that “the 

field of restorative practices, as a social science that builds awareness in relationships, is 

valuable to understanding human beings” (p. 11). This study explored relationships and 

community among staff and students at Reading High School formally through the 

teaching of restorative practice lessons. 

Purpose 

 Relationships in the classroom or lack thereof may have an impact on the results 

that teachers are able to achieve with their students. This study looked at how building 

those relationships through formal proactive circle lesson plans taught over an eight-week 

span may have an impact on the teacher’s viewpoint of the use of restorative practices in 

the classroom. The study also explored how intentional restorative practices being used in 

classrooms impacted attendance and behavior. The findings from the study are expected 

to show that by establishing relationships in the classroom using components of 

restorative practices to include affective statements, affective questioning, small 

impromptu conversations, and formal circle lessons that students will respond more 

positively and be more open to learning when they feel a sense of community in the 

classroom. According to Kligman (2021), “Circles are inclusive structures by nature, their 

power is not just in the form. They build on our social connections to amplify specific 

functions” (p. 11).Additionally, the findings are expected to show an improvement in 

attendance and a decrease in the number of behavioral concerns reported in classrooms 

using restorative practices.  
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Wakeman (2017) highlighted that communication is a vital part of human 

interaction: “Conversations and questions are the primary tools to redirect our thinking 

away from ‘perfecting circumstances’ and spur thinking about how to succeed in the 

circumstances as they exist” (p. 43). As a part of this study, communication strategies 

were encouraged between students and teachers as they used a pre-determined set of 

lesson plans with specific guiding questions to elicit participation and responses from 

students that would build trust and communication. The communication bridge included 

relationships both between students and with the teacher in the classroom. The questions 

asked were all minimal risk level, providing opportunities for students to build trust and a 

sense of community among the group.  

 Reading School District is an Urban District located in Berks County, 

Pennsylvania, with a student population of 16,081. Reading High School is the fourth 

largest high school in Pennsylvania. The high school population for grades 9-12 for the 

2024-2025 school year is 4,836. With its diverse population, elevated levels of poverty 

and transient students, the challenges for student success are unique. The population 

includes students who are Hispanic/Latino, Black, White, Asian or Asian/Pacific Islander, 

American Indian or Alaska Native, and two or more races. The graduation rates continue 

to suffer, and there is a need to look specifically into the inner workings of the classrooms 

to identify reasons for student struggles and lack of success. The learning environment is 

one main focus in the classrooms. A closer look at the day-to-day interactions between 

students and teachers may provide data that could help to identify needs for change and 

improvement.  
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 The Reading High School students have an exceptionally low attendance rate by 

classroom. Poor attendance has contributed to students not being promoted to the next 

grade because they lack the credits necessary to advance. Desautel (2021) talked about 

the “power of emotional contagion” and how students pick up on nonverbal 

communication and are more in tune with emotion when they are feeling unsafe, rough, 

or agitated (p. 6). At Reading High School, students will often come to school but spend 

the day avoiding class. Class skipping is possible in part due to the vast size of the high 

school which has many locations where students can go unnoticed. When the social 

relationship between the teacher and the student is compromised or nonexistent, students 

may choose to leave the classroom. There is a need to explore how restorative practices 

may have a positive impact on students attending class and staying in class. Positive 

relationships are built on integrity and trust. Cobb and Krownapple (2019) confirmed that 

the idea of “presumed positive intent means that we focus on the positive and cultivate an 

appreciative mindset,” and this intent allows people to foster positive assumptions about 

themselves and those with whom they have relationships (p. 193).  

Costello et al. (2010) believes that the uptick in inappropriate behaviors in schools 

is a direct reflection of the loss of connectedness in our society, and this quantifies the 

need for restorative practices. There is a need to explore further how behaviors in 

classrooms may or may not be present as a result of relationships that exist between the 

teacher and the students in the classroom. Examination of student behavior before, 

during, and after proactive restorative lesson plans allow teachers to better understand the 

root causes behaviors that could disrupt the learning process. Proactive circle lesson plans 

are designed to build community through low-risk questioning and have the potential to 
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move into higher risk questioning as relationships and trust among a group of people 

strengthen.  

A series of eight proactive circle lessons were designed and delivered to the 

participating classrooms as a part of this study. Restorative lessons are meant to build 

community within the classroom setting. Hite and Donohoo (2021) highlighted the 

importance of protocol or what they call an “agree-upon guideline for conversations” (p. 

88). These protocols work for school teams to be able to foster deeper conversations 

about relevant topics. While some protocols are prescriptive, according to Hite and 

Donohoo (2021), others offer more objectivity. Teaching scripted proactive restorative 

lessons and setting norms in circle meetings with students is an example protocol in 

classrooms that set the stage for meaningful conversations to take place.  

Setting 

This study took place in Reading School District at the Reading High School. The 

Reading School District is an Urban District comprised of students from many ethnic 

backgrounds, primarily Latino and Hispanic. The school district is located in Berks 

County in southeastern Pennsylvania and Reading serves as the county seat of Berks 

County, situated roughly 56 miles northwest of Philadelphia.  

The Internal Review Board application was completed for this study and approval 

was granted on November 15, 2024, for the study to be conducted. Final approval to 

proceed with the action research was granted through an email and a formal approval 

letter sent from IRB in the email as an attachment outlining the details of the approval to 

proceed with the action research (Appendix A).  
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  As a component of the study, after the approval was granted, consent forms were 

issued to the five participants in the study and signed before any research was conducted. 

The consent forms for this study were issued to all five participants (Appendix B). A 

letter of support was received on August 5, 2024, from Reading School District granting 

permission to proceed with the action research (Appendix C). 

The specific setting for this study took place in five ninth grade classrooms within 

the school. While the layout of each of the classrooms looked different and had varying 

numbers of students, each teacher was given the same material from which to deliver 

their circle lesson instruction. Each of the classroom teachers taught a series of eight 

lessons, one per week to one of their sections or periods throughout the day. The lessons 

were created in advance and provided for the teachers (Appendix D). Each lesson 

included the type of circle (proactive), the goal of the circle, multiple circle questions, 

environmental factors for consideration, technology and resource considerations, 

accommodation and translation considerations as well as a note about the need to have a 

talking piece for the circle lessons. The timeline for the study was a total of 10 weeks. 

The teaching of the lesson plans to students involved the use of “fair process components 

of explanation, engagement, and expectation clarity” along with role modeling with 

school staff, students, parents and community which leads to a “restorative paradigm” 

(Rundell, 2023, p. 20).  

Participants  

 The participants in this study included five teachers in the Reading High School. 

As a prerequisite, each participant completed a formal two-day training course on 

restorative practices that was presented internally by trained staff of the Reading School 
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District. The content used in the training comes from the International Institute of 

Restorative Practices in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania (IIRP, 2021).  Cobb and Krownapple 

(2019) stated, “Introspection leads to awareness and to our better selves. It requires effort 

and this effort, we believe, must be made in order to successfully undertake the journey to 

meaningful change” (p. 155). During the training, there were many scenarios embedded 

that required the participants to self-reflect and consider a shift in mindset toward 

restorative practices, leading to change. This training set the stage for the participating 

teachers to teach their circle lesson plans with the knowledge of restorative practices as 

outlined by the International Institute of Restorative Practices.  

 All five teachers in the study completed 19 pre survey questions and participated 

in a one-on-one interview with the researcher answering 12 questions prior to teaching 

their lesson plans in classrooms. Each of the five teachers answered 19 questions in a post 

survey at the completion of the lesson plan delivery and participated in a post interview 

with the researcher, answering 12 post interview questions. The participants in this study 

used restorative practices in their lesson plan delivery. “Social science research as it 

relates to restorative practices is conduced to better understand communal, relational, and 

behavioral phenomena” (Adamson, 2020, p. 9). The participants carried out the use of 

such practices to explore further the impact of the social environment, attendance, and 

behavioral impacts.  

Research Plan  

The examination of the truth by an individual allows work to be accomplished 

and success to be reached, while not allowing circumstances to stand in the way 

(Wakeman, 2017).  
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This study explored three main questions about restorative practices:  

1. How do intentional restorative practices in classroom affect student 

attendance? 

2. How do restorative practices and proactive “circles” impact classroom 

behavior? 

3. What is the correlation between restorative practice and a supportive learning 

environment?  

Figure 4 outlines the action research steps taken in this study. It carefully outlines 

how various steps occurred in the action research before other steps could be 

taken (Wakeman, 2017). 
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Figure 4 

 Restorative Practice Action Research Flow Chart  

 

Note. Figure 4 was created by the researcher using Canva to provide a visual 

representation of the research steps conducted.  

 One of the main components of the study was the delivery of proactive circle 

lessons over the period of eight weeks. The lessons were delivered by the five 

participating teachers and circles were conducted for each with a talking piece. The circle 

meetings with guiding questions for each lesson were restorative practices in action in the 

classrooms. The lesson plan topics are outlined in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5  

Circle Lesson Plan Topic List 

 

Note. Figure 5 was created by the researcher using Canva to highlight the topics of study 

used in the action research for circle lesson plans.  

Tolle (2004) identified the need for being present in the face of situations that may 

cause intense emotional reactions. The teaching of circle lesson plans to students as a 

proactive measure puts teachers in a natural position of being present with students and 

engaging in meaningful conversation. This study, which is based on the principles of 

restorative practices in the classroom, included components taken directly from the two-

day formal restorative practice training, a prerequisite to this study for action research 

participation. To further elaborate on the skills sets that teachers utilized during these 

lessons, it is imperative to review and consider what the restorative practice continuum 
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states for guidance and strategies. Figure 6 outlines the steps of the continuum and 

highlights the need to incorporate a variety of responses to students in the circle lessons.  

Figure 6  

Restorative Practice Continuum with Detail by Step  

 

Note. Image taken from 2010 Restorative Circles in Schools: Building Community and 

Enhancing Learning, IIRP, Costello and Wachtel (2010) 

Such responses may have included affective statements, affective questions, and 

small impromptu conversations. The diagram above shows the steps in the restorative 

practice continuum and outlines how each can be used with people when being 

restorative. While the focus of restorative practices in a responsive situation is to repair 

harm and talk about who was affected by others’ actions, for the purpose of this study, the 

approach is proactive and circle lessons were not addressing harm or wrongdoing, but 
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rather building community and capacity for each person in the classroom to have a voice. 

The use of affective statements is the first strategy on the continuum. Figure 7 shows 

examples of how to use those statements with students appropriately.  

Figure 7  

Affective Statement Example Chart

 

Note. Image adapted from 2010 Restorative Circles in Schools: Building Community and 

Enhancing Learning, IIRP, Costello and Wachtel (2010) 

 The use of restorative questions is the second strategy on the continuum. This is 

very specific with guiding questions that are used for two different situations. One set of 

questions is used when repairing harm that has been done, and the other is used when 

people have been wronged and are trying to repair or understand their own feelings. 

Figure 8 demonstrates both sets of questions.  
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Figure 8  

Formal Restorative Questions  

 

Note. Image adapted from 2010 Restorative Circles in Schools: Building Community and 

Enhancing Learning, IIRP, Costello and Wachtel (2010) 

Figure 8 was created by the researcher using Canva to show restorative questions for 

those who have been harmed (left) and those who have harmed (right).  

“When you speak out, you are in your power. So change the situation by taking 

action or speaking out if necessary or possible; leave the situation or accept it [SIC]. All 

else is madness” (Tolle, 2004, p. 82). While restorative practices have been used 

proactively and responsively across many disciplines, for the purpose of this study and 

the lessons that were implemented, a proactive approach was taken. These open circle 

lessons provided a platform for students to speak out, share their ideas, and be heard and 

understood. While the questions in the study for each lesson were low risk, conversations 
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had the potential to develop and go to a deeper level. Each individual teacher in the study 

used the lesson plans and guiding questions with their groups to run proactive circles and 

had the potential to build community within the classroom.  

Research Design, Research Methods and Data Collection  

Adamson (2020) stated that research can be informative for restorative practices 

through understanding data and using the data to inform decisions to make changes for 

continued improvement. The research design for this study was a mixed methods design. 

The design was a convergent parallel design also known as a convergent design. In this 

study, both qualitative and quantitative data were collected and examined. The qualitative 

and quantitative data were both collected simultaneously. Each of the data sets were 

analyzed separately and independent of one another. The results of the findings were 

mixed to provide the most comprehensive findings. Both the qualitative data and the 

quantitative data in this study were considered to have equal weight. One was not 

considered more important than the other. Figure 9 outlines the specific timelines for data 

collection both qualitative and quantitative.  
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Figure 9  

Data Collection Phases and Timeline  

 

Note. The researcher created Figure 9 to outline the steps of the action research and  

show the timeline for each component of the study.  
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The International Review Board Application was completed and submitted for 

approval on August 10, 2024. The IRB required three revisions prior to final approval and 

requested additional information and clarification throughout the process. 

The first set of data collected included qualitative data in the form of a pre survey. 

This survey consisted of 19 questions. The survey results were compiled and coded. The 

survey was conducted before the start of the teaching of lessons (Appendix E).  

 Additional qualitative data was collected through interviews that were held prior 

to the lesson plans being taught. In these pre-interview sessions, 12 questions were posed 

by the researcher in a one-on-one setting with each of the five participants. Answers to 

each of the 12 questions were recorded, evaluated, transcribed, and coded at the 

conclusion of the pre interviews. The pre interview questions have been included 

(Appendix F).  

Quantitative data was collected from all five teachers in the form of attendance. 

The tracking of attendance occurred in the classroom and during the class period where 

the circle lesson plans were executed. The attendance tracking took place for ten weeks. 

It began the same week that the circle lesson started and continued for two weeks after 

the lesson implementation was completed. The tracking forms used for the attendance 

collection have been included (Appendix G).  

Quantitative data was collected from all five teachers in the form of behavior 

tracking. This tracking took place over the course of eight weeks. The behavior data 

collected was not collected daily like the attendance data but rather was collected when 

there was an uptick in behavior that warranted a notation from the group of students that 

were receiving the circle lessons. The evaluation of behavior as a quantitative measure 
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was relevant to what was happening in the classroom. Evans and Vaandering (2016) 

identified thoughts about relationships in schools and stated that the “quantity, 

complexity, and reach of relationships that occur in a school are mind-boggling” (p. 59). 

Evans and Vaandering (2016) go on to say that it is vital to nurture relationships that are 

healthy to achieve equitable and just learning environments as well as for managing 

conflict and harm. This study explored relationships in the classroom environment and 

noted when behavior outbursts persisted despite the community building that was taking 

place through restorative practices. The behavior tracking form has been included 

(Appendix H).  

At the conclusion of the data collection from the teachers in classrooms and after 

all eight lesson plans had been taught, next steps included a collection of post quantitative 

data. “The most important aspect of protocols is that they provide structure and safety for 

teams to work together in meaningful and productive ways that embed reflective 

practices in their day-to-day work” (Hite & Donohoo, 2021, p. 89). The structure of the 

restorative practice lesson plans was very specific, and each plan was set up to guide the 

participants through each lesson with purpose and specificity. The plans were proactive 

and included specific goals which gave each participant the structure needed to carry out 

the lessons with consistency and purpose. Data collected from the participants after the 

lessons had been carried out was crucial to the findings.  

All five teachers in the study completed a post survey which included 12 

questions. The data collected from both the pre, and the post survey results were coded, 

compared, and analyzed. The post survey questions have been included (Appendix E).  
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Each of the five teachers in the study also completed a post interview that was 

held one on one with the researcher. Each of the interviews were held in a private setting 

either in the researcher’s office, the teacher’s classroom, or a conference room to ensure 

privacy. Those meetings were audio recorded on an I phone and then transcribed on the 

computer using Google Docs: Voice Typing. This approach was used during both the pre-

and-post interview sessions. Pre and post answers from the action research participants 

were coded, compared and analyzed for the purpose of this study. The post interview 

questions have been included (Appendix I).  

Fiscal Implications  

This study was conducted with minimal cost both directly and indirectly. Initial 

teacher interest in participating in the action research was marketed using a tri-fold 

pamphlet explaining the study and detailed expectations of participants (Appendix J). 

Direct cost involved included $25.00 gift cards for each of the research study 

participants. This totaled $125.00 and was paid for by the researcher. The software used 

for creating figures was Microsoft Excel and this is part of the Microsoft Office package 

which the researcher previously purchased. Canva was also used and the researcher paid 

for a license to use this software. Lastly, Google suite tools were used to include Google 

Forms for the survey and Google Sheets for the tracking forms. Indirect costs to the 

school district included the cost for the teachers who participated in the study to be 

restorative practice trained for two days. This cost included substitute teacher coverage as 

well as the cost incurred by the district indirectly for insurance and benefits for those 

teachers participating in professional development. Additionally, there was a cost to the 

school district to provide two trainers for this training event who were internal trainers 
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but were absent from their home buildings for two days to complete this training. Indirect 

costs also included utility costs, teacher wages and benefits, copying costs for lesson 

plans, and planning costs for teachers in the study who needed to prepare for the delivery 

of circle lesson plans one time a week for eight weeks.  

Validity  

 Research questions for this study were clear and targeted to gain understanding 

about restorative practices and the impact they may have in a classroom setting. The 

questions followed the SMART formula and were specific, measurable, achievable, 

relevant, and time bound. The approach to this action research was multifaceted which 

led to a convergent parallel design, a more comprehensive approach to collecting, 

interpreting, and analyzing data to arrive at conclusions that are valid. The problem was 

well defined for this action research study. The validity of the research is supported by 

using the analysis tools in Microsoft Excel, which were used to create tables and figures 

for both the qualitative and quantitative data that was collected.  

 A comprehensive review of the literature revealed the need for continued research 

in and around restorative practices in schools. While the literature review provided depth 

and breadth of information to support the use of restorative practices in the justice 

system, it also revealed a need for more intensive studies in schools to determine the full 

extent of the impact of restorative practices. Specific to this study was the 

implementation of proactive restorative practices and this study did not explore 

restorative practices being used responsively. This research could lead to a separate study 

altogether.  
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 Data collected for this study was comprehensive and taken from across multiple 

data sets in an effort to cross-validate findings and reduce bias. The collection of both 

quantitative and qualitative data has added to the complexity of the study and has 

provided a more comprehensive understanding of the research questions being asked the 

data collected to identify conclusions.  

 The stakeholders in this study included teachers from five separate classrooms. 

Each teacher has a caseload of grade nine students. All participants had varying skill sets 

and years of experience in the classroom. This diversity further enhanced the findings and 

results of the study. In Adamson (2020) stated that restorative practices “cut across 

disciplines” and “provide a comingled approach to theory and application” (p. 6).  

Summary  

The study of restorative practices and how the intentional application of those 

practices impact the student environment, attendance and behavior was explored for this 

action research. Proactive circle lesson plans were taught for eight weeks as one aspect of 

the study. Heye (2023) credited circling as a tool to “make a real difference to the living 

and learning environment of a class, a teaching team and a school” (p. 1). The results of 

the circle lessons and their impact are reported out through the teacher interview and 

survey data. Additionally, a look at the attendance and behavior data will also have a 

direct impact on the findings reported out from this study. Adamson (2020) wrote that 

“many fields of study focus on or include the dynamics of interpersonal relationships. 

Restorative practices cannot claim to be the original or sole discipline concerned with 

human interaction, but it can offer some new and helpful perspectives” (p. 6).  As a result 

of this study, the intention is to explore those perspectives as they relate to ninth grade 
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classrooms when applied with purpose. In restorative practices, there is “agency in 

meeting human needs” participants have a voice and a sense of belonging (Rundell, 2023, 

p. 20). There is a need for establishing norms and using practices that are predictable and 

consistent by practitioners. Norm setting and intentional application of restorative 

practices through this action research was intentional to give both teachers and students a 

voice and establish a sense of community in the classroom.  

While the school setting has many challenges and at Reading High School the 

obstacle of building relationships which could have an impact on attendance, behavior 

and the social environment exists. This research set out to explore how restorative 

practices applied in the classroom setting could positively influence short term goals of 

student attendance and behavior as well as the long-term goal of graduation from high 

school. Wakeman (2017) offers the perspective that “people’s choices, and the 

consequences that go with them, should be made visible and undiluted. You don’t need to 

rescue people unless they are truly at risk or the greater good is threatened” (p. 107). This 

study has explored the impact that restorative practices, applied in a proactive nature, 

allow student choice and offer opportunity for trust building and community connections. 

According to Braithwaite (2010), the fundamental hypothesis of restorative practices is 

that human beings are happier, more cooperative and productive, and more likely to make 

positive changes in their behavior when those in positions of authority do things with 

them, rather than to them or for them. It is the nature of the process, not the outcome, 

which makes the response restorative or not.  

Along the same lines of Braithwaite’s fundamental hypothesis, Nelson (2017) 

stated that “most employees want to feel valued, and they typically get motivated when 
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they have a purpose and are making a difference to the organization” (p. 195). 

Additionally, they want a comfortable place to work, and they want to enjoy what they do 

each day. Restorative approaches can help both the teachers, and the students feel 

purpose and meaning. Schools and other organizations that only use the responsive 

aspects without building the social capital beforehand are less successful than those that 

also incorporate the proactive approaches (Wachtel, 2010).  

Research data was compiled, coded, analyzed and interpreted for this action 

research. The findings from the data collected and the interpretation of those findings are 

outlined in Chapter IV.  
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CHAPTER IV 

 In this action research study, there were multiple sources used in the data 

collection process. This mixed methods design included both qualitative data and 

quantitative data collection before, during and after the teaching of eight weeks of 

proactive circle lessons in primarily ninth grade science classrooms. Data was collected 

in text format through pre and post interviews and a survey. Additional quantitative data 

was collected through attendance and behavior tracking forms. The findings are described 

in detail below through text, figures, and visual tables to demonstrate a clear 

representation of the results. More in-depth discussions and details are provided in this 

chapter to fully explain the results of this study.  

Data Analysis  

 The action research for this study was conducted using a mixed method, 

embedded design. Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected, and multiple data 

sources were utilized to triangulate the results of this study of the implementation of 

proactive restorative circle lessons in primarily ninth grade. As a prerequisite to 

participation in this study, each teacher was required to attend the two-day formal 

restorative practice training offered through the Reading School District. Two teachers 

out of the five had not been previously trained and completed the training prior to starting 

the study in January. Data was collected for a total of ten weeks. A pre-survey was 

administered to the five teacher participants in the group before proactive lesson plans 

were delivered to classrooms. Additionally, a set of pre-interview questions was asked 

prior to the start of the teaching of the lessons. Answers to the interview questions were 

recorded, transcribed, and coded based on findings. Lesson plans were designed by the 
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researcher which included all low-risk questions and were all proactive in their design. 

Participants administered one lesson per week to one class for a total of eight weeks. 

Concurrently, attendance was tracked for the class period receiving the lessons and 

notable behavior incidents were also recorded. At the conclusion of the eight-week 

period, attendance collection continued for two more weeks. A post-survey was 

administered to the teacher participants as well as a post-interview which was recorded, 

transcribed, and coded.  

Results 

This study included data from multiple sources and when triangulated reveal the 

following. The triangulated data of the study reveal that attendance has improved, 

although it was somewhat inconsistent, and the social-emotional climate in classrooms 

did improve as evidenced by survey metrics and reported student perceptions from the 

five participants in the study. Additionally, it is noted that behavior concerns may require 

interventions that are targeted, such as proactive restorative circles. 

The continued use of restorative approaches such as community circles is supported by 

the data, but there is a strong need for customized support to sustain and scale 

improvements across all classrooms. Formal restorative practice training and refresher 

training for the teachers and staff would provide a level of support for increased use of 

restorative practices in classrooms.  

Study Participant Selection  

 The study participants were selected based on the grade level that they teach at 

Reading High School. The target population in classrooms for this action research was 

primarily grade 9 students. The study participants were all teachers of students in grade 
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nine. There was one participant whose classroom included a mix of students in grades 9, 

10, 11, and 12. The study was advertised through a flyer which outlined all of the 

requirements of the study, and all five participants volunteered to complete the necessary 

requirements. The study began in the second semester at Reading High School after 

consent from each participant had been signed. Participants chose the week that they 

wished to begin teaching their lessons and then implemented the required lessons weekly 

for eight weeks. Table 1 shows the demographics of the participants in this study.  

Table 1 

Study Participant Demographics  

 

Note. Table 1 was compiled by the researcher using Canva based on study participant 

demographics.  
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Figure 10 reveals participants’ work history in public education and is a visual 

representation of the variation of time spent practicing teaching. 

Figure 10 

Teacher Participant Years of Public Education Experience 

 

Note. Figure 10 was taken from the Google Forms survey which was administered to the 

participants at the beginning and at the end of the lesson plan delivery. Eighty percent of 

the participants are teachers who have less than three years of teaching experience in 

public education.  

Quantitative Survey Results  

 The qualitative survey was created and administered using Google Forms as the 

platform and can be found in Appendix E. The researcher has extracted the graphs below 

which are a direct comparison of responses from participants for both the pre-survey and 

the post-survey. Survey questions were designed to explore teacher perceptions about 

their classrooms and restorative practices before teaching eight weeks of lessons and after 

the lessons had been administered. The questions below were designed to explore the 

correlation between restorative practices and a supportive learning environment. Findings 
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are noted under each set of comparisons for the survey. Both the pre and the post survey 

did not limit the participants to one answer per question. There were some questions 

where the participants answered in multiple categories for the same question.  

Figure 11 

Question 2 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey 

 Pre-Survey Results            Post-Survey Results    

 
 The results of this question in Figure 11 showed an increase in teacher beliefs that 

students demonstrated an understanding of classroom norms and rules after the proactive 

circle lessons were taught. One participant marked both agree and undecided in the post 

results which accounts for the extra answer in this set, however, that same individual also 

marked agree.  
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Figure 12 

Question 3 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey  

Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     

  
Figure 12 reflects that 40% of the teachers were undecided about students being 

able to demonstrate modeling and ownership of the classroom norms. One participant 

marked two answers for the pre question in this set. That participant marked both 

strongly agree and agree. After the lessons had been taught, all but one of the participants 

agreed that students demonstrated and modeled classroom norms. The first lesson in the 

eight-week series of proactive circle lessons was designed to teach and establish norms. 

Figure 13 

Question 4 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey  

Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     
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There was a 60% response from teachers initially indicating that they agreed 

students are regularly engaged in their classrooms during instructional time shown in 

Figure 13. There was an 80% response from the group labeled undecided. Two of the 

participants marked both agree and undecided on this question. The post survey, given 

after the proactive circle lesson plans were taught, indicated an increase in teacher beliefs 

about students being regularly engaged during classroom learning time with 100 % 

indicating that they agree or strongly agree, showing an increase from the pre survey 

result.  

Figure 14 

Question 5 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey  

Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     

 

 This research study explored the correlation between restorative practices and a 

supportive learning environment. In Figure 14, there was a 60% increase between the pre 

and post set of data regarding students being happy in the classroom. All of the teachers 

agreed that students seemed happier in the classroom after the restorative practice 

intervention of proactive circle lessons.  
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Figure 15 

Question 6 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey  

Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     

 

 Prior to the start of the restorative practice intervention of proactive circle lesson 

plans, 80% of the participants reported cooperative students in their classrooms as shown 

in Figure 15. After the intervention, two of the teachers indicated that they strongly 

agreed that students were cooperative, an increase of 40%.  

Figure 16 

Question 7 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey 

 Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     

 

Figure 16 clearly shows an increase in agreement responses across all the 

participants from the pre to the post survey data collected regarding students and their 
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willingness to talk openly with the teacher about concerns or problems. Worth noting: 4 

out of 5 people said that they strongly agree after the restorative lessons had been taught.   

Figure 17 

Question 8 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey  

Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     

 

 Trust was the focus of the question above in Figure 17 and the results of the 

survey from pre to post were widespread. While most people agreed before teaching their 

lessons that students trusted one another in the room, after the completion of the 

restorative practice lessons, the participants had very different thoughts about trust 

amongst their students.  

Figure 18 

Question 9 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey  

Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     
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 The responses from the teacher participants about whether the students trust the 

teachers showed minor change from the pre to the post responses shown in Figure 18. 

One individual in the study group moved from agree to the strongly agree category after 

the lessons had been delivered.  

Figure 19 

Question 10 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey  

Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     

 

 In Figure 19, the participants moved from mostly undecided and the disagree 

category to the agree category where they indicated that interactions among students 

demonstrated respect for one another in the classroom more so following the delivery of 

eight weeks of proactive circle lesson plans.  
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Figure 20 

Question 11 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey  

Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     

 

 Teachers indicated in Figure 20, that students demonstrated respect for the teacher 

both before and after the delivery of lessons.  

Figure 21 

Question 12 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey 

Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     

 

 The teacher participants reported an increase in agreeability around cooperation 

from the start of the teaching of proactive circle lessons to the conclusion of the delivery 

of the content. No teachers reported undecided in the post responses shown in Figure 21.  
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Figure 22 

Question 13 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey 

 Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     

 

 Much like the question about trust and whether or not the students trusted one 

another in the classroom, the results in Figure 22 were similar in nature pertaining to 

students and their ability to show empathy toward one another in the classroom. At the 

onset of the action research, the participants reported mostly agree and undecided. After 

the lessons had been taught the participant group revealed a larger split in their responses 

to this same question.  

Figure 23 

Question 14 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey  

Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     
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 The findings for the question in Figure 23 indicated an increase in agreeability 

among the participants that the classroom environment provides opportunities for 

students to have a voice. The responses to the post survey were all in the strongly agree 

and agree categories after the delivery of the lessons.  

Figure 24 

Question 15 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey  

Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     

 

 The results from the question about students feeling heard and understood in the 

classroom in Figure 24, remained unchanged from the pre to the post data collection.  

Figure 25 

Question 16 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey  

Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     
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 The results from the question in Figure 25 about whether or not teachers had 

established a formal process for students to share with the teacher about concerns or ideas 

showed a variation in responses before lessons were delivered. The results indicated after 

the lessons were taught that all five participants agreed that there is now a formal process 

in place for students to share with their teachers.    

Figure 26 

Question 17 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey  

Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     

 

 The findings of the questions above revealed a notable change from the pre to the 

post set of data collected about whether there is a formal process in the participants’ 

classroom for students to share with one another about concerns. Figure 26 showed that 

after the circle lesson plans had been taught, all five participants agreed there is now a 

formal process in place as compared to before the lessons started.  
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Figure 27 

Question 18 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey  

Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     

 

Figure 27 revealed that one participant moved from the undecided to agree 

response to the question about students caring for one another.  

Figure 28 

Question 19 Responses from the Pre and Post Survey 

 Pre-Survey Results     Post-Survey Results     

 

 Two of the participants in Figure 28 were undecided during the pre-survey about 

whether the students in the classroom cared about the teacher. After the lessons were 

taught, all participants reported that they agreed the students did care about the teacher in 

the classroom.  
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Figure 29 

Comparison Chart Summary Results of All Survey Data 

 

 

Note. Figure 29 was created by the researcher using Microsoft Excel.  

A numerical value was assigned in Figure 29, to each survey response shown in 

the key above. The results shown are the summation of all the responses. The chart 
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reflects a comparison of the pre and the post responses to determine if teachers were 

more in agreement or less in agreement with each statement. The numbers on the chart 

are a representation of the summation of all five participant responses for each statement 

for both the pre and the post surveys. A higher number represents a stronger degree of 

agreement among the group for each statement.  

 When considering the summary data for the survey results, the participants 

showed more agreement with all the statements with the exception of two after they 

administered the proactive circle lessons in their classrooms for eight weeks. The two 

statements where the responses stayed the same were: students feel heard and understood 

in your classroom and students trust one another in your classroom. The first area that 

showed significant change was students having a formal process to share with the teacher 

about concerns and ideas.  The most significant change was the increase in agreement 

among the participants after teaching the lessons that there is a formal process in place in 

their classrooms for students to share with one another about concerns or ideas.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



INTENTIONAL PLANNING FOR SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL 76 

 

Attendance Data Results  

Figure 30 

Attendance Data Results - Eight Weeks of Circle Lesson Delivery  

 

Note. Figure 30 was created by the researcher using Microsoft Excel.  

Attendance data was tracked for a period of ten weeks shown in Figure 30. This 

chart highlights the attendance for the first eight weeks of the study, during which time 

the participants delivered weekly proactive circle lesson plans to one of their classes 

during the week for eight weeks. The research question investigated was how do 

intentional restorative practices in classroom affect student attendance? 

 The results of the attendance tracking revealed a slight increase in student 

attendance in four out of the five classrooms where restorative practice lessons were 
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implemented. The data above shows the attendance comparison on the days when circle 

lessons were administered verses those days when there was not a planned proactive 

circle lesson. While the average attendance on non-circle days was 20.6, on the days 

when circle lessons were administered there 20.9 students in attendance. There is not 

much statistical difference between these two numbers. This chart also shows the 

difference when the ninth grade only classrooms were extrapolated out of the data. In this 

case, those totals went from average daily attendance for freshman on non-circle days of 

21.2 to 21.4 on circle lesson plan days.  

 When this data was separated out by participant, four of the five participants had 

an increase in attendance on the days that they had circle lessons planned for their classes 

as compared to a non-circle day. While restorative practices may have factored into 

resulting numbers, it is possible that other outside unknown factors could have 

contributed to the attendance rates. Spring break was during the eight-week lesson 

planning delivery and some participants noted during their interviews that spring break 

can cause attendance to decrease. In the data shown above, decreases were not observed 

except for teacher five. This classroom had a varied make up in student population to 

include students who were freshman, sophomores, juniors, and seniors. All the other 

classes were freshman only. Additionally, the class taught by teacher five was a semester 

long class that began in January, right before the action research started. All the other 

classes were year-long classes and had been running since August of 2024, when the 

school year began.  
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Figure 31  

Attendance Data Results - Week 9 and 10 Post Circle Lesson Delivery  

 

Note. Figure 31 was created by the researcher using Microsoft Excel.  

The attendance chart in Figure 31 outlines the total attendance in five 

participating classrooms for weeks nine and ten of the study. During weeks nine and ten, 

the proactive circle lessons had stopped in all classrooms. Attendance data tracked for the 

following weeks showed that there was a decrease in the number of students who 

attended the class period that stopped doing the circle lessons in three of the classes. One 

set of attendance data remained the same and one set increased the number of students 

coming to class. While restorative practice lesson plan implementation may have been a 

factor for students attending class, there may be other unknown variables to explain why 
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students had a decrease, an increase, or consistent attendance. Because teacher two’s 

attendance increased so significantly in the two-week period, this result skewed the data 

found in the totals section of the chart to look like there was an increase overall in the 

attendance on average between all five teacher participant classrooms. When broken 

down by class, the data reflected decreases for the most part.  

Behavior Tracking Results  

This action research explored a key question about behavior. How do restorative 

practice and proactive “circles” impact class behavior? Data was collected about behavior 

over a period of eight weeks concurrent with the teaching of restorative proactive circle 

lessons. The tracking of behavior differed from the tracking of the attendance data in that 

it was only noted with a tic mark on a chart that was provided by the researcher before 

the study began when behaviors occurred. The behavior tracking chart included a set of 

specific behaviors for tracking and a section labeled other. The specific behaviors tracked 

included: students being escorted out of the room, students failing to comply with 

classroom norms, students who frequently disrupted class, students who would not stay 

seated, and students who left the classroom during instruction. If other non-compliant 

behaviors were observed, they were recorded under the section labeled other and notes 

were made by the participants about the behavior. 
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Figure 32  

Behavior Data Results in Pre-Established Categories 

 

Note. Figure 32 was created by the researcher using Microsoft Excel.  

Figure 32 is a graphic representation of the behavior tracked by all five 

participants over eight weeks. This chart only includes the pre-established categories for 

tracking. The findings indicated that one teacher had no incidents of behavior to report. 

The most significant behaviors were students who failed to comply with the classroom 

norms. There were 30 incidents of non-compliant behavior reported about classroom 

norms between three teacher participants. The second highest category for behavior 

tracking was students who disrupted the class. There were 21 reports of disruptions over 

the course of eight weeks. The third most notable behavior was students refusing to stay 

seated. There were 13 reports of this behavior. Teacher participant number four had 

nothing to report. This participant had the most experience as a classroom teacher, 
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between six and eleven years, while the other participants all have had less than three 

years of teaching experience. Whether time and experience played a factor in these 

results is unknown.  

Figure 33 

Behavior Data Results in “Other” Category with Descriptors 

 

Note. Figure 33 was created by the researcher using Microsoft Excel.   

The data shown in Figure 33 is a summary of the extra behavior data that was 

recorded which was not one of the predetermined categories for tracking. There were four 

primary “other” behaviors noted to include being late to class, pulling a chair out from 

under another, taking a picture in class, and excessive talking during a lesson. There were 

not many behaviors noted here, but the reasons why students were misbehaving and not 

engaged in the content of the lesson for the day, while unknown, made teaching for the 

participants more difficult than if behavior reports had not needed to be recorded.  
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Qualitative Interviews Pre and Post Results  

 Interviews were conducted with all five of the participants before the action 

research started and after the action research concluded. The qualitative interviews 

included questions about restorative practices.  After collecting the data, the researcher 

explored possible correlations between restorative practices and a supportive learning 

environment, attendance, and behavior. All the interviews were recorded and then 

transcribed. Those transcriptions were then evaluated and coded for themes and patterns. 

The results are outlined below.  

Each participant answered twelve questions. The questions can be found in 

Appendix E. The following codes resulted from the pre and post interviews with five 

participants: community, safe, comfortable, sharing, relationships, environment, positive 

impact, student voice, feeling heard, conversation, participation, and commitment.  

Community  

The theme of community was very present in the interviews. One participant 

expressed, “To me, I really like the community building, and I really like giving the 

students a voice.” The patterns around the word “community” highlighted classroom 

community building as a goal using restorative practices. One participant reported how 

they would share with others the value of restorative practices as it related to community 

building by saying, “ I would tell them that I feel like it is a good way to encourage 

students who might not be used to talking in a big group to help motivate them and to 

build a community that they could all have together.” Another participant shared an 

example of how the restorative circles helped to build community: “Using a restorative 

circle before you need a restorative circle, was a really great way of building a classroom 
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community and I had not thought of trying to use it that way before, but it worked really 

well.”  

The interviews revealed that most of the participants talked about the importance 

of community in their classrooms. One participant stated, “I really just like having 

conversations more than I thought, which the kids really liked. It helped to build a 

community.” The use of the proactive circle lessons in the classroom for eight weeks led 

another participant to comment, “They would look forward to the circles. It built the 

community in the room and helped them socially grow a little bit because they were 

talking to people they had not before.” The idea of building community in schools 

through restorative practices was supported by another participant: 

Community: Just getting the kids to talk to each other right now is huge. If you 

can start that early, you are going to make things a lot easier in terms of class 

discussion or getting kids to talk to you, getting the buy-in from kids so they 

know that you actually care about them as a person, instead of just like you only 

care about them sitting down.  

Safe 

In the school setting where the eight weeks of lessons were taught, the theme of 

being safe emerged from the data. One participant remarked, “It is such a safe space that 

they are able to share whatever their answer is, or whatever they feel about something or 

whatever their thought is. It is invaluable.” 

Relationships 

 The act of building relationships is part of the process of restorative practices. 

Relationships emerged as a frequently mentioned topic. “I pride myself on building 
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relationships with my kids, but I never thought that that would be a good way to do it and 

to get some kids out of their comfort zone a little bit,” stated one of the participants. 

Another participant shared, “The way that I know some of my kids now is completely 

different than the relationships we had before. I felt like we had positive relationships 

beforehand, but this has just blown it out of the water.” 

Environment  

Environment surfaced as a theme from the interviews. One participant said, “I feel 

like restorative practices could be really helpful, especially during the beginning of the 

year to develop relationships and have that open environment feeling like that safe 

feeling that everyone can share and there are no wrong answers to certain aspects of 

different topics.”  

Positive Impacts  

Time was spent in the interviews discussing restorative practices and the 

implementation of the lesson plans. One participant shared in their interview that “we 

‘Maslow’ before we ‘Bloom’ because you cannot learn anything if your basic needs are 

not met.” This participant shared about the need for positive impacts on the students in 

the classroom for optimal learning opportunities, but that we must not overlook basic 

needs first.  

Commitment 

Restorative practice is a shift in thinking. It is a change in mindset. One 

participant remarked about commitment to restorative practices: “Having a commitment 

to restorative practices would be doing that every day. Continually building that 
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community in the classroom, treating all the students equitable, making sure they get 

everything they need to succeed in class.” Another participant expressed: 

If you are going to commit to a practice, then it needs to be a part of, not 

necessarily every day, but it does need to be recurring, it doesn’t need to be 

something that takes a large amount of time all of the time, but is something that 

students know is going to happen and understands the expectations and norms 

when it happens. 

Commitment as a theme emerged for another participant who said: 

 I think commitment means different things for different people. For me, it means 

finding a way to include some pieces of restorative practices in my general 

teaching and classroom strategies. As I look to the future, it has changed the way I 

manage when kids are not doing what they should be doing. 

Figure 34 

Quantitative Data Summary Results of Codes 

 

Note. Figure 34 was created by the researcher using Microsoft Excel.  
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 Figure 34 shows the breakdown of the codes that were analyzed for this capstone 

study. The chart was created in excel. The themes of community, safety, comfort, 

relationships, and conversation all surfaced at least six or more times throughout the 

interview transcripts.  

Figure 35 

Summary of Code Results Separated by Pre and Post Responses 

 

Note. Figure 35 was created by the researcher using Microsoft Excel.   

Figure 35 was created in Microsoft Excel for the purpose of separating out the 

themes between the pre and the post interviews. The most represented theme was 

conversation in both the pre and the post interviews.  

Discussion  

 The mixed methods research design used for this study included pre and post 

interviews, pre and post survey data, ten weeks of attendance data, and eight weeks of 

behavior data. All data was compiled and triangulated to address the three research 
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questions in this study about the impact of intentional restorative practices as a result of 

the delivery of eight proactive circle lessons across five classrooms in the Reading High 

School.  

Summary  

 The findings of the research have been reported out in chapter IV. A final thought 

regarding teachers implementing restorative practices in classrooms stated by a research 

participant mentions: 

 I believe that we need to show teachers the benefits to the practice as opposed to 

one more thing they have to do, it should not be looked at like that. It should be 

viewed as this is going to support my practice and help my children to have a 

better place where they can learn and talk and grow. Who is giving it to them if 

we don’t give it to them? If everyone says, well someone else will do it, then they 

are never going to get it. 

 Chapter V will summarize the results and outline conclusions, applications, and 

limitations. Further explanations of the data collected will be explored and discussed.  
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Chapter V 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

 Reading High School is the fourth largest high school in Pennsylvania. The 

school is in Berks County, in the city of Reading, Pennsylvania, which offers deep 

diversity and history. The high school population between the main campus and the three 

satellite campuses for 2024-2025 school year is 4,836 students. The Reading High School 

receives students each year from five separate middle schools, and those incoming ninth 

grade students are placed in classes and are expected to find success and acclimate to new 

surroundings swiftly. While there is some support in place for this transition, ninth grade 

students often struggle to adjust to the attendance expectations and the rules for behavior, 

while making new connections. Ninth grade students in the Reading School District have 

a history of not passing the required number of classes to be promoted to the next grade 

level, and, as a result, the school district has opened three satellite schools called the Red 

Knight Learning Academies to accommodate students who fail to earn credits for 

promotion to tenth grade. When this happens, students leave the main high school 

building and go to a satellite school to recover credits. These students often miss the 

typical freshman year experience and the opportunity for students to really connect with 

other students and their teachers. Restorative practices offer a way for students to build 

relationships and communities within their classrooms to promote attendance, appropriate 

behavior, and a social environment that fosters success.  

 This action research focuses on intentional planning for social-emotional learning 

through applied restorative practices in the Reading High School. The process involves 

five participant teachers and five classrooms where intentional proactive circles were 
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taught for a period of eight weeks to primarily ninth grade students. The study reveals 

findings for each of the three research questions focused on restorative practices. Prior to 

the start of any action research, all the participants were formally trained for two days in 

the Reading School District using the formal restorative practice training model from the 

International Institute of Restorative Practices in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania.  

 The study took place in Reading School District in five science classrooms 

consisting primarily of ninth grade students. There was one classroom that included 

students in grades 9 -12. This class was also a semester class versus the other four classes 

which were year-long classes. Each of the five participants used tracking forms for 

attendance (ten weeks) and behavior (eight weeks) and was provided eight proactive 

circle lesson plans which were delivered to their classes, one per week for eight weeks. 

Pre-and-post interviews and surveys were conducted with the five participants.  

Conclusions 

 Connections may not always be visible to the naked eye, but they exist and are 

vital for survival. The theme of relationships emerges prevalently from this research. 

Wachtel et al. (2010) believes that “the most critical function of restorative practices is 

restoring and building relationships. Because informal and formal restorative processes 

foster the expression of affect or emotion, they also foster emotional bonds” (p. 16). In 

this study, formal processes from the restorative practice continuum were implemented in 

five classrooms for eight weeks. Tolle (2004) explains: 

 When you are full of problems, there is no room for anything new to enter, no 

room for a solution. So, whenever you can, make some room, create some space, 

so that you can find the life underneath your life situation. (p. 63) 



INTENTIONAL PLANNING FOR SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL 90 

 

This capstone project provides research that creates space and room for continued 

exploration. There is a need to give students a voice and address problems in schools in 

order to maximize student engagement in the classroom setting. The solutions in this 

study outline the need for continued restorative practices in the Reading High School and 

define themes that warrant continued development.   

Marshall (2023) illustrates: 

 Despite educators using the language of empowerment, students simply do not 

get opportunities to fully actualize empowered decision making. It takes an 

evolved educator to get students to a place where they can exercise their agency to 

such a degree that empowerment becomes next level. (p. 177) 

The data captured in this study is a depiction of the action students take when  

applied restorative practices are delivered through proactive circle lessons. They 

demonstrate more willingness to be a part of the conversational process in the classroom 

which could lead to more empowered decision making. Restorative practice training 

provides teachers and staff the tools needed to create a safe and collaborative space for 

learning.  

Smith (2019) believes: 

 Teachers will serve as coaches, experts, and mentors to students, building 

relationships with them that focus on their social well-being. [. . .] They will help 

them find their place in the world, teach them how to contribute to it and find joy 

and meaning in their lives. (p. 92)  

The results from the action research questions reveal new findings which 
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contribute to the understanding of the effects of the use of intentional restorative practices 

in the Reading School District. Action research in schools provides opportunities to learn 

how to improve practices resulting in positive impacts and changes in the school setting. 

At Reading High School, the implementation of applied restorative practices through 

proactive circle lessons helps students find happiness, feel safe, and build community.  

Research Question 1 

 How do intentional restorative practices in classrooms affect student attendance? 

This research data was collected through a tracking form over a ten-week period. The 

attendance was tracked during the period when the circle lessons were taught and then for 

two more weeks after the circle lessons ended.  

 Stamford (2024) states, “Connection and communication between humans are 

essential for our survival in many ways” (p. 175). Communication with students from the 

teachers about the importance of being present in class is a vital role for classroom 

teachers. The attendance results of this study indicate that student attendance rates in the 

freshman classes increased by 3% on the day of the week when the proactive circle 

lessons were implemented. The overall totals for class attendance across all five 

classrooms show a 1.5% increase on the circle lesson plan days as compared to non-circle 

days. One interesting finding is that the class that showed a decrease in attendance during 

the circle lesson plan days was a mix of student grade levels and was also a semester- 

long class that had just started meeting in January, shortly before the lessons began. The 

data collected indicates that circle lessons may have been the reason or a contributing 

factor for students to be present during the circle lesson plan class periods each week.  

The researcher recommends that the Reading School District consider requiring 
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proactive circle lessons to be taught at the onset of the school year for at least four weeks 

to build community and set norms for the classrooms. This recommendation is a result of 

the data collected from the participants, through the pre and post survey as well as the pre 

and post interviews, who all stated that positive relationships with students established 

through proactive circle lessons give teachers and students a formal process to express 

ideas and concerns.  

 Attendance tracking took place for two weeks after lesson plans were complete 

and no longer being used. The attendance data show a decrease in attendance, on average, 

on the day that the lessons were delivered in three out of the five classes. One class 

showed a 12% increase in attendance, and one class showed no change in attendance. It 

can be concluded that students’ attendance did change from the prior weeks in the 

designated class period after circle lessons subsided. While the decline in three classes 

was 60% of the participants, the decline was 3.48% or higher for all three classes. It 

could be concluded that the decrease is attributed, at least in part, to the ending of the 

circle lessons. Rundell (2023) said, “Furthermore, affirmations and acknowledgements go 

a long way in making someone feel seen and valued. Therefore, these practices should 

become consistent and predictable in promoting stability and nurturing” (p. 16). Because 

the practice of teaching the lessons was predictable and students knew it was happening, 

it gave them more autonomy to make choices about attending class on the given circle 

lesson day.  

Stamford (2024) reminds us, “It is also important to remember that 

communication goes two ways: there’s a speaker and a listener. Both have a 
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responsibility in processing an interaction” (p. 199). One participant from the study 

states:  

I think that restorative practices are important in education. Students come in and 

if they don’t care about anything they might not go to class, they might skip class, 

they might not participate in conversations, but if they actually care about it and 

they are passionate about it, they will be more willing to put forth that effort. 

Communication from the teacher to the students about the scheduled lessons is important 

in the process of allowing students the opportunity to look forward to the class and be 

present.  

The fiscal implications related to student attendance are the cost to the school 

district for three extra satellite schools which accommodate mostly freshman students 

who failed to attend school and lacked the credits they needed to be promoted to the next 

grade level. These costs are significant and while the relocation of students from the main 

building to the satellite schools works, there is a sense of failure that accompanies these 

students when they are relocated. A restorative approach to solving concerns about 

attendance would be a more proactive action.  

Research Question 2 

 How do restorative practices and proactive “circles” impact student behavior?  

Behavior tracking occurred for eight weeks in five classrooms. The tracking included 

only those behaviors that teachers recorded that fit into the pre-established categories, or 

in the case where the behavior was a disruption and not in a pre-determined category, it 

was coded as “other” and a notation about the behavior was recorded. Behaviors were 

tracked for the whole week for eight weeks during the class period that included the 
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students who were receiving the intentional circle lessons. Stamford (2024) states, “We 

bond over shared experiences, particularly ones that are emotionally charged” (p. 191). 

When behavior incidents are a focus of what is happening in the classroom, emotions 

often play a role. How students are feeling and the type of experiences they are having 

influence their moods and actions. Teachers report from the study that students 

communicated more and were more conversational because of the intentional restorative 

practices used during this study. Increasing the use of restorative practices from the 

restorative practice continuum is a recommendation from the researcher to the Reading 

School District to minimize behavior problems. The participants found that the 

restorative practice interventions made students feel safe, built relationships that 

otherwise did not exist, and increased communication among students and with the 

teacher. 

Classroom norms are established in the first proactive circle lesson with students. 

The norms are set as a group and decided on together. The data show that there are 30 

incidents of students failing to follow the established norms. While 21 of those incidents 

were in one classroom, two other classrooms also report norms violations at least two 

times. Norms guide the direction of restorative practices in the classroom, so it is possible 

that high degrees of non-compliance may lead to a need to revisit and rewrite the norms 

for the classroom. The researcher recommends that the Reading School District focus on 

having all teachers establish norms at the beginning of the school year or semester and 

revisit those norms periodically with students to identify any need for change.  

To improve the success rate for students in school, disruptions need to be kept to a 

minimum. This data reflects behaviors for eight weeks for approximately 129 students. 
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Refusing to stay seated is another form of disruption and accounts for 13 incidents of 

behavior violations. Evans and Vaandering (2016) explain, “Transforming conflict mean 

addressing the immediate situation and at the same time building capacity to strengthen 

relationships. Without conflict, needs may remain unmet, and harm may go 

unacknowledged” (p. 93). Incidents of reported behaviors often lead to conflict in the 

classroom. While it may be necessary to have some conflict, teachers need to maintain a 

balance of control. This can be accomplished through building relationships in proactive 

circles. The researcher recommends Reading High School implement the required circle 

lessons, so that when a responsive circle is necessary to address conflict or harm, the 

practice for doing so is already in place.   

Wachtel et al. (2010) believe, “Sometimes teachers worry that they are being 

asked to be counselors or social workers and solve young people’s problems. Rather, 

circles provide a practical forum for the resolution of underlying feelings that intrude into 

the classroom and disrupt learning” (p. 74).  Circle lessons and the implementation of 

intentional restorative practices directly impact, in a positive way, the number of behavior 

problems that arise in a classroom setting.  

The fiscal implications related to behavior issues in the classroom involve the 

need for extra space in the high school where students are sent when the behavior 

escalates beyond the teacher’s control. The academic success room is a space currently 

utilized for this purpose and the school district pays a full-time certified teacher to 

operate this space. Having more classroom control to reduce the need for such a space 

would be a cost savings for the school district and be a more restorative approach to 
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holding students accountable and managing behaviors.  

Research Question 3 

 What is the correlation between restorative practices and a supportive learning 

environment? Evans and Vaandering (2016) suggest that “cultural transformation is 

possible only when Restorative Justice Education is implemented in a context where 

people are honored as worthy and interconnected” (p. 105). The qualitative data show 

that teachers see improved social environments in their classrooms after eight weeks of 

lessons. They report that students know one another’s names, which they did not know 

before the lessons began, students now share answers during circle time and now offer 

answers during instructional time. One participant from the study said about restorative 

practices: 

There is more metacognition going on. Why are we doing this? What are our 

actual motives behind things? What does the future look like? If I am thinking 

about that more and students are thinking about that more, then there is more 

thought and meaning behind the things we are doing in class which makes things 

a whole lot more valuable. If you are doing something just because you are told to 

do it or because you hear it is the thing to do, you do it and you don’t really care 

about it. If there is more passion behind it, it gets students more interested and 

involved and more willing to collaborate with you and other people. 

 The findings show that there is a need for restorative practices in classrooms at 

Reading High School and the results indicate students want to feel safe, have a place to 

communicate with their peers, a means for sharing with their teacher, and an avenue for 

conversation. Restorative circles provide that platform, and the researcher recommends 
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that the Reading High School formally train more of the teachers and staff in restorative 

practices to make lasting positive impactful change. Costello et al. (2010) state, “Circles 

are as old as the hills. Human beings’ earliest discussions were held in circles around the 

fire…we may find this ancient form of social discourse helps us address our greatest 

challenges” (p. 113). Teachers face challenges daily and the need for student engagement 

and belonging is at an all-time high. Circles can help build community in classrooms 

which could reduce absenteeism, reduce behavior incidents, and create pathways for 

students to be promoted to the next grade level and eventually graduate. Costello et al. 

(2010) state, “The proactive use of circles offers even greater promise for improving 

relationships, creating community and transforming the whole school environment” (p. 

4). Training staff to be restorative practitioners in their own spaces gives them the tools 

they need to help students have a voice and feel heard and understood. Marshall (2023) 

shares: 

Teachers are the primary leaders in shaping the classroom cultural dynamic 

because the classroom is their area of control. In formulating the structures to 

ensure a safe and orderly learning environment, teachers institute processes and 

procedures that reflect what they believe is necessary to create the type of space 

conducive to maximum learning. (p. 41) 

Restorative practices are those processes, and this research supports the need for 

more consistent proactive circles in classrooms to build community and foster 

relationships.  

The fiscal implications related to restorative practices and the social environment 

involve the cost of training teachers and staff. The formal training lasts two full days for 
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teachers and staff. There is a cost associated with paying the trainers in the summer or 

securing substitutes for the trainers during the school year. Likewise, there is a cost to the 

district to secure substitutes for teachers and staff to be trained. This investment, 

however, could result in reduced costs overall if restorative practitioners (trained teachers 

and staff) are exercising these practices in their classrooms. Additional costs could 

include teacher payment for after-school trainings and materials for the trainings, such as 

the restorative practice cards and the restorative practice books.  

Limitations  

 One limitation of this study is the sample size. While the research was completed 

using five participants, additional research could be obtained using a larger sample size 

across Reading High School. One participant in the study said: 

I would have to see how more students would respond to it because it is such a 

small sample size at the moment, but I felt that students looked forward to sitting 

down on Thursdays and talking for about 20 minutes or so just to see how we are 

doing and how we are feeling just to get through things. I think it was like a 

highlight of the week for students in my class. 

 This sample group was limited to teachers in the Science Department, and this too could 

be expanded to include a more diverse group of educators. Most educators in this study 

have less than three years of experience. A future research design might include teachers 

with more varied years of experience in public education.  

Smith (2019) summarizes findings from Fisher (2018):  

Several factors prevent school districts from prioritizing social connections. She 

blames a lack of time, a singular focus on what students know verses who they 



INTENTIONAL PLANNING FOR SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL 99 

 

know, and a cultural inclination to protect children from the outside world rather 

than expose them to it. (p. 31) 

Another limitation is that of time. More time needs to be spent tracking attendance 

beyond a two-week period to get a more accurate comparison of attendance on days when 

circles are taught versus non-circle days. Additional time could be spent on behavior 

tracking as well and investigating how and why students go to the academic success 

room.  

 There was some variation in the implementation of the circle lessons in one 

classroom. This participant did not stay consistent with the days of the week that circle 

lessons were taught. Because students may not have known the day of the lesson until 

they arrived at class, it is difficult to know if the attendance data taken for this class has 

any relationship to the teaching of the lessons. 

 Marshall (2023) points out: “To get students more fully engaged in their learning, 

teachers have to do a lot of learning themselves about personal barriers they put in place 

that hinder students’ ability to become empowered, agency-practicing individuals” (p. 

206). In this study, the researcher did not monitor the teaching of the proactive circle 

lessons. Teacher participants report a variety of experiences while teaching the lessons, 

and some report they were more consistent than others in following the framework 

provided. Fidelity checks during the delivery of the lessons could possibly improve the 

data collection.  

One barrier that surfaces in the interviews is that of language. Because Reading 

School District has a diverse population, language barriers and cultural differences can be 

reasons for students to refrain from class participation. This is also true for participation 
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in a restorative circle lesson. One participant clarifies: 

There is always going to be one or two kids that are not going to share in the 

circles. I need to find better ways to accommodate ELL students when they are in 

the circle. Because you either you get a google translator on the board or you have 

to have one of the kids sit there next to them and have them translate. 

The Reading School District has a very diverse population and a study involving direct 

student participation and feedback could capture more results and findings related to 

restorative practices in the classroom.  

The collection of behavior data is broad, and consideration should be given to 

changing the way this is collected to make it more directly related to the restorative 

practices in the classroom. The behavior data collected was not compared to outside 

classes not receiving the intervention of restorative circle lessons.  

Lastly, researcher bias as a limitation is a consideration. The researcher works in 

the Reading School District as Restorative Practice Facilitator and trainer. The role being 

very closely related to the research study could have implications.  

Future Research  

Holt-Lunstad (2021) says, “We know that satisfying social connection is vital to 

overall well-being. Research shows that it will not only improve long-term mental, 

emotional, and physical health outcomes, but it can also increase longevity” (p. 176). 

Restorative practices increase social connections for students in classes and in schools. 

Further research could explore connections with restorative practices and physical health 

as well as mental health in schools.  
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While the research in this study uses circles as a tool for promoting social 

connection, the delivery of lessons was limited to the proactive approach. Further 

research should be explored using responsive circles with students in a high school 

setting to determine the value of the circle meeting and its effectiveness to repair harm. 

Evans and Vaandering (2016) document, “Conflict is inevitable within any relationship 

where there is a sense of mutual concern for another. When conflict emerges, the 

tendency is to seek a resolution.  Professional development for conflict management or 

conflict resolution in schools is important” (p. 87).  

Responsive circles are meant to address conflict, and this research is necessary to 

explore the full application of restorative practices. Costello et al. (2010) point out, 

“Responsive circles are not limited to problems. You may also react when things go 

right” (p. 86). Exploring the use of responsive circles in classrooms for positive 

interventions is another area for further research.   

Responsive circles can help to establish community in the school systems.  Smith 

(2019) says about community: 

Perhaps identity serves as the most accurate definition of community: our 

interests, pursuits, and perceptions of ourselves and the world around us. Given 

this definition, we can identify characteristics important to the concept of 

communities, such as diversity, shared circumstances, collective gain, and 

perhaps most important, social interaction. (p. 20) 

The topic of community building is explored in this study, however, connections to 

academic success are an area that requires additional research. The implementation of 

restorative practices in classes increased conversation, but the impact of the connections 



INTENTIONAL PLANNING FOR SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL 102 

 

related to curriculum is another topic for future investigation. Student engagement in 

classrooms correlated with student grades is a topic for further exploration.  

One last consideration would be to study the effects of restorative practices over a 

longer period to evaluate connections to graduation rates. Rundell (2023) identifies, 

“Further discussion about using the restorative questions and continuum of care can guide 

us in making restorative decisions” (p. 16). Tolle (2004) illustrates that restorative 

practices are necessary in schools for individuals to have a means for building 

community, conversation, creating a sense of safety, and ultimately being able to work 

through conflict and move to a place of acceptance and peace.  

Summary  

 This mixed methods action research study conducted over the period of eight 

weeks at Reading High School focuses on three questions:  

 1. How do intentional restorative practices in classrooms affect student 

attendance?   

2.  How do restorative practices and proactive “circles” impact classroom 

behavior?  

3. What is the correlation between restorative practices and a supportive 

learning environment? 

 Stamford (2024) believes that “building connections with other people is a part of 

finding meaning and purpose in life” (p. 175). The findings of this study show that 

restorative practices applied in classrooms using a proactive approach have positive 

impacts on the student body. The data supports an increase in attendance rates in 

classrooms where restorative proactive circle lessons are taught and restorative 
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conversations are taking place. Behavior incidents were few and were “minor” in nature. 

Teachers report that their classrooms now have a formal process in place for students to 

share with students and for students to share with teachers about ideas and concerns. 

Students seem happier in classrooms, demonstrate respect, and talk more openly with 

their teachers after intentional restorative interventions were put in place. Students have 

more of an active voice, are more cooperative during lessons, and demonstrate more 

respect for one another than before this research began. Stamford (2024) argues, 

“Ultimately, we all want to be seen, to be heard and understood, and be loved 

unconditionally” (p. 175). Teachers reported that students felt heard and understood 

during restorative practice interventions.  

 Tolle (2004) remarks, “So the only place where true change can occur and where 

the past can be dissolved is the Now” (p. 60). Restorative practices in schools need to 

start now and lasting change will take effect almost immediately. The power of words and 

human interaction can be seen through these results. Smith (2019) states: 

The transition to modern learning environments necessitates influence. As 

educational leaders, we face resistance a hundred years in the making. Our task 

doesn’t focus on making people comply with our demands - a passive outcome of 

leadership - but take ownership of an enduring effort that calls for adapting new 

habits, behaviors, and systems. (p. 54) 

The change process takes time and the use of restorative practices in schools is a shift in 

mindset. The implementation of restorative practices requires intentional efforts and 

purposeful action. Through the implementation of restorative practices, positive changes 

in schools can be immediate and impactful for both students and teachers.  
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Dear Mrs. Sherry L. Cowburn, 
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school. As part of the study, you have permission to conduct interview questions, 

surveys, and gather data related to your research. Additionally, you have permission to 

identify the Reading School District in your study and use the district name.  I 

understand the study is set to begin in August of 2024 and conclude in the summer of 

2025. Dr. Lindsey Stock is your external chairperson, so you may direct questions about 

your study to her or to me. At the conclusion of your program, your degree from 

Pennsylvania Western University will be a Doctorate in Administration and Educational 

Leadership (Ed.D.).  Best wishes during this next year in your studies and I look forward 

to having you share your findings with the school district.  

Sincerely, 

J uliA nne K line 

Ms. JuliAnne Kline  
Assistant Superintendent for Teaching and Learning 
Reading School District  
klinej@readingsd.org  
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Appendix D. 

Circle Lesson Plans 
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Appendix E. 

Pre and Post Survey Questions 
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Appendix F. 

Pre – Interview Questions  
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Appendix G.  

Attendance Tracking Form  
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Appendix H. 

Behavior Tracking Form 

 

 

 

 

 

 



INTENTIONAL PLANNING FOR SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL 139 

 

Appendix I.  

Post Interview Questions  
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Appendix J.  

Marketing for Teacher Participation  
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