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Question 

How does school climate affect restorative practices implementation in a Title 1 middle school? 

Rationale 

 At the start of the 2017-2018 school year, 12 middle schools in Albuquerque Public Schools (APS) were 
selected to participate in a 3-year study of the implementation of restorative practices (RP) as an attempt to curb 
student discipline concerns across the district. The 12 schools selected varied in demographics and suspension 
rates. Additionally, APS has continued to expand its desire to see alternative discipline measures in all K-12 
schools to help reduce suspension rates and keep students in the classroom. 

The school that is the focus of this study was one of the 12 APS middle schools selected for the initial 
study. At the time of this study, the middle school was in its 3rd year of implementation. The school was facing 
implementation difficulties due to gaps in training, administrative and teacher turnover, and continuance of high 
suspension rates. The school’s instructional leadership approved including RP training and implementation in 
the mandatory improvement plan for the spring 2020 semester. 

Review of Literature 

 As schools move toward whole-child education, RP can offer the needed paradigm shift that encourages 
teachers to adopt pedagogical practices rooted in relationship and trust-building (Mirsky, 2007; Shaw, 2007; 
Silverman & Mee, 2018; Smith, Frey, & Fisher, 2018). According to Darling-Hammond and Cook-Harvey 
(2018), student learning is best supported in school environments that foster four major domains: supportive 
environmental conditions, social and emotional learning, productive instructional practices, and individualized 
supports. Further, Darling-Hammond and Cook-Harvey (2018) go on to state that “a positive school climate is 
at the core of a successful educational experience” (as cited in Albuquerque Teachers Federation, 2019, p. 1). 
 The positive climate needed to address whole-child education is rooted in trust (Mirsky, 2007; Shaw, 
2007; Silverman & Mee, 2018; Smith, Frey, & Fisher, 2018). Smith, et al (2018) state that without trust, 
students resist learning which leads to reduced rigor and challenge in the classroom. As a philosophy and 
framework, rather than a toolset, RPs help teachers, staff, and students develop mutual trust and positive 
relationships (Mirsky, 2007; Shaw, 2007; Silverman & Mee, 2018; Smith, Frey, & Fisher, 2018). These 
relationships, however, go beyond teacher-student relationships within individual classrooms. For RPs to be 
effective, attention needs to be given to how the same practices and language are used in adult-to-adult and 
student-to-student interactions as well (Mirsky, 2007; Shaw, 2007; Silverman & Mee, 2018; Smith, Frey, & 
Fisher, 2018). Mirsky (2007) explains how RPs are used to empower individuals to engage with their 
community and speak up; because of this, it is imperative for the adults to become comfortable with their own 
voice in order to be effective working to empower the students. Shaw (2007) reinforces this idea with the 
conclusion that RPs are a form of critical pedagogy that offers increased student voice and creates opportunities 
for teaching and learning rooted in democracy, community, and citizenship. 

Study Design 

A survey of the school staff members’ perceptions of school climate and RP effectiveness was used 
(appendix A). The survey was sent to all staff at the school: teachers, EAs, counselors, administrators, clerical 
staff, and student support personnel. 
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Data Analysis 

Survey Pool 

The results accurately reflect the makeup of the school with approximately 50% of staff responding to 
the survey (Appendix B). 

School Climate 

Staff reported a high level of concern for disruptive behavior and discipline issues at the school. 
Questions concerning student interactions toward others were reported negatively, while questions concerning 
adult interactions toward others were reported positively (Appendix C).  

Restorative Practices 

Respondents were asked to identify the one practice they use most often. The highest reported tool was 
identified as “restorative conversations” (Appendix D). They were next asked to identify their comfort level and 
perceived success level with the practice selected. The majority of respondents ranked their comfort level high, 
but success level low (Appendix D). The discrepancy between reported comfort level and success level 
indicates possible misunderstandings and misconceptions exist among the staff on what constitutes RP and how 
to utilize RP with students. 

Respondents were asked 15 questions about common ideas and theories of RP that emerged from the 
literature and background research (Appendix A). These questions were grouped into 4 categories: connection 
to discipline and classroom management, connection to teaching and learning, connection to climate and 
culture, and connection to whole-child education (Appendix E). The greatest discrepancies emerged in the 
category of RP’s connection to discipline and classroom management. A large majority of the respondents agree 
a connection exists between RP and discipline. Respondents were greatly divided on statements about authority, 
power, and accountability. Additionally, a small majority of respondents agreed that RP has a correlation with 
whole-child education (Appendix E). These results correlate with the data collected on school climate by 
supporting the high level of concern for disruptive behaviors and discipline issues. 

Findings 

 Review of the data shows staff at the school in question have various understandings and ideas about 
what RP is and how to implement it. Some staff members have deeper understandings and will engage with RP 
in more complex ways within their classroom (through the use of circles, student reflections, and agreements). 
Other staff show a lack of understanding of RP as indicated by their responses to the 15 questions regarding 
theory and ideology. The data in this survey is supported by the high turnover in the school since the first year 
of implementation. Since beginning RP, the school has changed principals twice and has replaced over 50% of 
staff who received initial training during year one. This further supports the connection between school climate 
and RP. 

Recommendations 

 Current research on RP supports the district’s trend toward implementation of RP as a means for 
reducing suspensions and keeping students in the classroom. As the district continues to roll-out measures that 
request or require schools to adopt RP, social-emotional, or other whole-child practices that work to reduce 
disruptive behaviors and school suspension rates, consideration to schools’ climates are necessary to offer the 
supports needed for successful implementation.  
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School-site Recommendations 

x Adopt RP as part of the school culture, through the school’s instructional leadership, as a component of 
curriculum and instructional practices rather than a discipline measure. 

x Conduct literature studies of RP in K-12 schools through collaboration teams to improve collective 
knowledge and understanding of the theories underlying RP. 

x Engage in RP as a staff within professional committees, team meetings, and staff meetings to build 
practice and skills within the staff. 

x Request all staff who work with students on a regular basis, including administration, office staff, 
custodial staff, educational assistants, and resource officers to attend RP trainings and to engage in RP 
efforts at staff meetings. 

District Recommendations 

x Identify schools struggling with school climate to provide additional support to administrators and 
teachers in developing positive climates at their sites. 

x Fund additional professional development opportunities for schools based on their current levels of 
implementation and the needs of the school community. 

x Create a network of restorative practices coordinators within the district that can support school sites in 
implementation, provide resources, and collaborate with schools and the district on continued research 
and data collection. 
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Appendix A: Survey Design and Questions 

The following questions were provided in a multiple-choice format: 
x How many years have you worked in education? 
x Which of the following best describes your role in the school? (optional) 

The following questions were asked in a linear scale format from 1-5, with 1 being labeled as “aggressive” and 
5 being labeled as “empathetic”: 

x How would you rate the level of disruptive discipline concerns at KMS? 
x How would you describe the student to student interactions at KMS? 
x How would you describe the staff to staff interactions at KMS? 
x How would you describe the student to staff interactions at KMS? 
x How would you describe the staff to student interactions at KMS? 

The following questions were asked in a multiple choice format: 
x Which Restorative Practice do you use most often? 
x How often do you use the above Restorative Practice(s) in your role? 

The following questions were asked in a linear scale format from 1-5, with 1 being low and 5 being high: 
x Rate your overall comfort level with using the above Restorative Practice(s). 
x Rate your overall feeling of success using the above Restorative Practice(s). 

The following questions asked participants to “Rate your level of agreement for each statement in the context of 
our school at the most present moment.” Ratings options included: strongly agree, mostly agree, neutral, mostly 
disagree, and strongly disagree. 

x Restorative Practices are a "behavior management" system. 
x Restorative Practices require extra time in the classroom. 
x Restorative Practices are a system of relationship and community building methods. 
x Restorative Practices are meant to be integrated into existing discipline systems. 
x Restorative Practices require a change in thinking about discipline and classroom management. 
x Restorative Practices are used to build community and collaboration in the classroom. 
x Restorative Practices are used to hold students accountable for their choices. 
x Restorative Practices is a philosophy of teaching and learning. 
x Restorative Practices help students build resilience, empathy, and compassion. 
x Restorative Practices help the adults in the building build connection and collaboration. 
x Restorative Practices are "touchy-feely". 
x Restorative Practices are a way to educate the whole-child. 
x Restorative Practices allow students to "get away" with behaviors. 
x Restorative Practices take teachers' and administrators' power away. 
x Restorative Practices help increase student engagement and learning. 

 

 

 

 

 



5 

Appendix B: Survey Pool Data 
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Appendix C: School Climate Data 
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Appendix D: Restorative Practice Implementation 
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Appendix E: Restorative Practice Understanding Data 

 

 

 

 

56%

24%

20%

Staff Perception of RP effect on discipline 
and classroom management

Agree Disagree Neutral

65%

16%

19%

Staff perception of RP effect on teaching 
and learning

Agree Disagree Neutral
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67%

16%

17%

Staff perception of RP effect on culture and 
climate

Agree Disagree Neutral

47%

25%

28%

Staff perception of RP effect on whole-child 
education

Agree Disagree Neutral


