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for resolution on students themselves. 
RDR is designed to repair the harm 

to the victim and school, protect the 
school community, and build peer and 
intergenerational relationships through 
mutual respect and fairness. This is 
accomplished by using cognitive- 
behavioral processes (role-playing, 
discussion, feedback, demonstration, 
activities) among the stakeholders. 
They include the offending student, his 
or her parents or support group, the 
victim, his or her parents or support 
group, and a trained facilitator. 

The group members negotiate a 
settlement that addresses the harm 
to the victim and school community, 
resulting in a written contract that spells 
out the responsibilities of each par-
ticipant. The contract must also satisfy 
the school administration and address 
legal concerns. Through this process, 
participants learn about each other and 
develop empathy by exercising respect, 
cooperation, and understanding. 

j ay  z a s l aw

“RDR allows students to 

not only make the victim 

‘whole,’ but to make 

amends to the school as 

well.”

Zero tolerance policies are problem-
atic and, according to the American Bar 
Association’s “Final Report: Bi-Partisan 
Working Group on Youth Violence,” 
they have overshot their original pur-
pose “as a congressional response 
to students with guns.” Instead, zero 
tolerance has “become a one-size-fits-
all solution to all the problems that 
schools confront. It has redefined 
students as criminals, with unfortunate 
consequences.” School suspensions 
and expulsions result in a number of 
negative outcomes for both schools and 
students. Students see out-of-school sus-
pension as a vacation. If they realize that 
nothing will be done at home, they will 
continue to try to get suspended. 

Restorative dispute resolution (RDR) 
offers an alternative to suspension and 
expulsion by addressing the victims of 
misbehavior and repairing the harm 
caused to them and to the school com-
munity. RDR fosters a sense of com-
munity within the school and neigh-
borhood through the development of 
listening, mutual respect, and fairness.

Restorative accountability
A more useful way of dealing with 

conflict is the use of restorative prac-
tices, which have been used effectively 
for years in the juvenile justice arena. 
Instead of zero tolerance and authori-
tarian punishment, restorative practices 
provide high levels of control and sup-
port, which encourage appropriate 
behavior, and places the responsibility 

A Restorative 
Approach to  
Resolving Conflict
Today, our schools reflect the state of the 21st century. Facing crises such as world 

terrorism and a collapsing international economy, many schools have adopted 
disciplinary policies such as zero tolerance. Research has shown that reactive 
approaches such as zero tolerance, including out-of-school suspension and expul-
sion, have limited effect and tend to hurt the student by labeling him or her; create 
idol time, which can create an atmosphere conducive to at-risk or illegal behaviors; 
and contribute to the student falling further behind academically.

Ultimately, it is the responsibility of 
the offending student to repair the 
harm for the incident. It requires that 
every effort be made to restore losses 
to the victim and school. Offending 
students can participate in community 
restoration projects, mentor or tutor 
other students, organize community 
activities such as clean-up projects on 
school grounds, or participate on advi-
sory boards.  

Parents and support groups are an 
important part of this process; their 
participation is a key to its success. They 
can give back to the school communi-
ties and neighborhoods by participat-
ing, providing feedback on the process, 
advocating for the school community, 
mentoring and tutoring students, and 
becoming facilitators and serving on 
advisory boards. 

successful Restorative Programs
The numbers tell a powerful story: 

Schools implementing restorative meth-
ods have seen a drop in disciplinary 
problems, decreased reliance on deten-
tion and suspension, and an improve-
ment in student attitudes. 

A pilot project was implemented at 
Pattengill Middle School in Lansing, 
Michigan, in January 2005 to manage 
disciplinary issues through restorative 
practices. As a result:

n  There was a 15 percent drop in 
suspensions, while suspension rates 
at the district’s other middle schools 
increased; 

n  Two expulsions were averted; 
n  Conflicts were resolved effectively, 

with 93 percent of participating 
students reporting that they used 
restorative methods to resolve their 
conflicts; and 

n  Nearly 90 percent of participating 
students reported learning new 
skills in their restorative experienc-
es, and 86 percent reported using 
those skills to peacefully resolve or 
avert conflicts after their restorative 
interventions. 

The program’s success led the dis-
trict to expand its restorative program 
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to one elementary school, two more 
middle schools and a high school 
for 2006-2007. Abby J. Porter reports 
in “Restoration Practices in Schools: 
Research Reveals Power of Restorative 
Approach, Part II” that the district’s 
restorative justice coordinator esti-
mated that during that year, restorative 
interventions saved students nearly 
1,500 days of suspension. 

Public schools in Minnesota are also 
implementing a range of restorative 
practices. From 1998 to 2001, the Min-
nesota Department of Education con-
ducted an evaluation of restorative prac-
tices in primary and secondary schools 
in four districts. The study showed a 
30 percent to 50 percent reduction in 
suspensions. According to Restorative 
Practices in Minnesota Schools, a video 
interview produced by the International 
Institute for Restorative Practices, Nancy 
Riestenberg of the Minnesota Depart-
ment of Education indicates that one 
elementary school reduced its behavior 
referrals for inappropriate physical con-
tact from seven per day to a little more 
than one per day.

Restore the student and the 
Community

A unique feature of the restorative 
model is making clear to the offend-
ing student that he or she has not only 
violated the victim, but has also victim-
ized the school community. Thus, RDR 
allows students to not only make the 
victim “whole,” but to make amends 
to the school as well. RDR establishes 
meaningful peer and intergenerational 
relationships by establishing a culture 
of listening and mutual respect. Giving 
back—in restorative terms—involves the 
stakeholders: offending students, vic-
tims, parents, and school. All stakehold-
ers participate in the process, address-
ing the harm that has been caused in 
ways meaningful to the victim and the 
school community. 
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Master Instructional
Strategies Flip Chart
This flip chart provides behavioral interventions 
for building positive behavior support; 
accommodations that provide all students 
access to the curriculum; suggestions for how 
to differentiate learning; learning style 
strategies; instructional strategies that reflect 
research findings; and Bloom’s Taxonomy to 
promote critical thinking.

Accommodations Wheel

The Accommodations WheelTM is a tool to 
assist teachers, parents, and specialists 
as they collaboratively make decisions to 
help students be successful in school. 
Accommodations provide students equal 
access to the curriculum. The selection of 
appropriate accommodations allows 
learners to actively participate with other 
students in the general education 
classroom and in school-wide activities.

Intervention Strategies Guide

The Intervention Strategies GuideTM 
is a tool to help educators provide 
research-based academic and
behavioral intervention strategies to 
identified students.

Behavior Strategies Guide

Effective teaching requires considerable skill 
in managing the multitude of tasks and 
situations that occur daily in a classroom.
The Behavior GuideTM is an easy-to-use 
resource that provides K-8 educators 
techniques and strategies for creating the 
disciplined environment needed for 
effective learning.
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