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Mitigating the Effects of Adverse Childhood Experiences: 
How Restorative Practices in Schools Support Positive 
Childhood Experiences and Protective Factors
Meghan Breedlove, Jihyeon Choi, and Brett Zyromski

The Ohio State University, Columbus, Ohio, USA

ABSTRACT
Many students in the United States suffer from mental health 
issues resulting from Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). 
Often, students exhibit negative behavior as a result of these 
issues and many schools continue to implement punitive 
approaches to discipline, such as suspensions or expulsions, 
which serve to further isolate and disconnect students from 
school. Positive Childhood Experiences (PCEs) and Protective 
Factors (PFs) can mitigate the negative effects of ACEs. In this 
paper, we suggest that restorative practices (RPs) in schools may 
be an integral component in promoting PCEs and PFs for all 
students. Documented outcomes of restorative experiences in 
schools are aligned with PCEs and PFs at the individual, interper-
sonal, and school-wide level. Considerations of RP implementa-
tion and implications for training teachers and mental health 
professionals conclude the manuscript.

The prevalence of childhood adversity in the United States is high. Recent data 
collected from 2015–2017 suggest that 60.9% of the population reported at least 
one adverse childhood experience (ACE), and 15.6% of the population reported 
four or more ACEs (Merrick et al., 2019). Researchers have identified a variety of 
unfavorable short-term effects for children and adolescents with ACEs including 
detrimental effects on mental health (Kerker et al., 2015), academic performance 
(Blodgett & Lanigan, 2018) and classroom behaviors (Bethell, Newacheck, Hawes, 
& Halfon, 2014), as well as increases in non-suicidal self-injury (Kaess et al., 2013). 
The effect of ACEs can extend beyond immediate consequences and contribute to 
mental and physical health issues in adulthood (Brockie, Dana-Sacco, Wallen, 
Wilcox, & Campbell, 2015; Choi, DiNitto, Marti, & Choi, 2017). Despite these 
bleak trajectories, researchers have identified protective factors that can mitigate 
the effects of ACEs and promote healthy development. Positive Childhood 
Experiences (PCEs) (Bethell, Jones, Gombojav, Linkenbach, & Sege, 2019; 
Narayan, Rivera, Bernstein, Harris, & Lieberman, 2018) and Protective Factors 
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(PFs) (Brinker & Cheruvu, 2017; Cohrdes & Mauz, 2020) provide children valu-
able experiences that are beneficial for healthy development.

School is an important context to consider for healthy developmental 
experiences due to the many hours children and adolescents spend at school 
daily. Unfortunately, many schools utilize harmful policies, such as exclusion-
ary discipline (e.g., suspensions and expulsions) which can further disconnect 
students from the learning environment (Jones et al., 2018). These actions 
have been associated with academic failure or dropout (Noltemeyer, Ward, & 
Mcloughlin, 2015) and disconnection from school places students at risk for 
depression or more risk-taking behaviors (Foster et al., 2017). In hopes of 
combating this issue, schools have begun implementing restorative practices 
(RPs), which are rooted in relationships and repairing harm through conflict 
resolution (Zehr, 2015). Although research on RPs is still growing, initial case 
studies and investigations have found encouraging outcomes for students 
(Gonzalez, 2012; Jain, Bassey, Brown, & Kalra, 2014).

RPs have the potential to foster PCEs and PFs in schools at the individual, 
interpersonal, and school-wide level. For example, outcomes from RP exam-
inations have illustrated increases in empathy (Jain et al., 2014), student- 
teacher relationship quality (Gregory, Clawson, Davis, & Gerewitz, 2015), 
and school safety (Ingraham et al., 2016); all of which have been identified 
as protective against the negative effects of ACEs. In this paper, we outline 
several outcomes of RPs in schools and align these outcomes with PCEs and 
PFs, which are critical in supporting students with ACEs. We address realities 
and challenges of RP implementation in schools and suggest implications for 
training.

Adverse childhood experiences

The landmark ACE study conducted by the CDC and Kaiser Permanente from 
1995–1997 brought attention to the potential significant lifelong consequences 
of adversity in childhood. Information from this study identified 10 ACEs which 
can contribute to issues in adulthood, these adverse experiences include: abuse 
(physical, sexual, emotional), neglect (physical and emotional), household dys-
function (mental illness, incarcerated relative, mother treated violently, sub-
stance abuse, and divorce) (Felitti et al., 1998). Since the original ACE study, 
other examinations have expanded to include social disadvantage (e.g., home-
lessness, economic hardship) (Nurius, Logan-Greene, & Green, 2012) and gen-
erational effects such as historical trauma (McDonnell & Valentino, 2016).

Childhood and adolescence are characterized by significant cognitive, 
social, and emotional growth (Kail & Cavanaugh, 2000) and adversity during 
these formative years has the potential to disrupt development and contribute 
to challenges for children and adolescents (Felitti et al., 1998). Young children 
(below age 5) who experience ACEs are more likely to have poorer mental 
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health in early childhood than their peers (Kerker et al., 2015). ACEs in early 
childhood have also been associated with below-average literacy skills and 
behavior problems for children in kindergarten (Jimenez, Wade, Lin, Morrow, 
& Reichman, 2016). Children with 2 or more ACEs were more than twice as 
likely to repeat a grade (Bethell et al., 2014). Further, children with four or 
more ACEs were more likely to experience learning and behavior problems 
(Burke, Hellman, Scott, Weems, & Carrion, 2011). The way in which these 
early behavior issues are handled could influence future behaviors in later 
childhood and adolescence.

In adolescence, teens who have experienced maltreatment may be more 
likely to engage in delinquent or violent behaviors (Barrett, Katsiyannis, 
Zhang, & Zhang, 2014). One investigation found an association between 
specific ACEs (e.g., physical or sexual abuse, witnessing violence in the 
home, household dysfunction through substance abuse) and an increased 
likelihood of perpetrating interpersonal violence (e.g., bullying, dating vio-
lence, fighting, carrying a weapon on school property) and self-directed 
violence (NSSI, suicidal ideation or attempt) in adolescence (Duke, 
Pettingell, McMorris, & Borowski, 2010). While an estimated 60.9% of adults 
have one ACE (Merrick et al., 2019) upwards of 93% of adolescents involved in 
the juvenile justice system reported at least one ACE (Baglivio et al., 2014).

Since the original ACE study, researchers have found additional associa-
tions between ACEs and adult health. Adults with four or more ACEs were 
more likely to suffer from serious physical health issues including poor heart 
health (Klassen, Chirico, O’Leary, Cairney, & Wade, 2016), obesity (Rehkopf 
et al., 2016), and digestive disorders (Park et al., 2016). This association has 
also been established for mental health issues or high-risk behaviors in adult-
hood including depression (Copeland et al., 2018), posttraumatic stress dis-
order (Bielas et al., 2016), substance use disorders (Choi et al., 2017), increased 
risk for sexually transmitted infections (Hillis, Anda, Felitti, Nordenberg, & 
Marchbanks, 2000) and suicidality (Brockie et al., 2015).

The potential trajectories for children with ACEs can seem disheartening, 
with research consistently identifying a dose-response relation between num-
ber of ACEs and the likelihood of social, emotional, academic, and physical 
challenges for children, adolescents, and adults across the lifespan (Felitti et al., 
1998; Merrick et al., 2019; Stillerman, 2018). However, it is important to note 
that there is no singular way in which children experience adversity, and solely 
experiencing adversity in childhood does not ensure that an individual will 
experience negative outcomes or exhibit symptoms of trauma. Adverse experi-
ences in childhood have the potential to be traumatic for children, however, 
there is significant variability in the way children experience and respond to 
these events. As educators, it is critical to understand this variability and not 
make assumptions based on children’s experiences.
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Mitigating the effects of childhood adversity

Although the long-term consequences of adversity in childhood may seem 
discouraging, researchers have identified several factors that can buffer against 
these negative effects and contribute to beneficial outcomes for students. These 
factors are known as Positive Childhood Experiences (PCEs) and Protective 
Factors (PFs). In this section, we discuss several studies which outline these 
critical factors.

Positive childhood experiences

One of the most recent investigations of PCEs by Bethell et al. (2019) outlined 
seven childhood experiences: (1) felt able to talk to their family about feelings; 
(2) felt their family stood by them during difficult times; (3) enjoyed partici-
pating in community traditions; (4) felt a sense of belonging in high school; (5) 
felt supported by friends; (6) had at least two nonparent adults who took 
a genuine interest in them; and (7) felt safe and protected by an adult in their 
home. Individuals who reported both a higher number of PCEs and no ACEs 
or reported feeling socially and emotionally supported, had best mental health 
status. The adjusted odds of experiencing depression or poor mental health in 
adulthood were 72% lower for adults who reported 6 to 7 PCEs versus adults 
who reported 0–2 PCEs, suggesting increased exposure to PCEs were asso-
ciated with more positive health outcomes in adulthood. Researchers con-
cluded that there were dose-response associations with poor mental health and 
social and emotional support after accounting for the exposure to ACEs 
(Bethell et al., 2019).

The Benevolent Childhood Experiences Scale has been used in several 
studies to assess PCEs and includes the following factors: (1) had at least one 
caregiver with whom they felt safe; (2) had at least one good friend; (3) had 
beliefs that gave them comfort; (4) liked school; (5) had at least one teacher 
who cared about them; (6) had good neighbors; (7) had an adult (non- 
parental caregiver) who could provide them with support; (8) had opportu-
nities to have a good time; (9) liked themselves or felt comfortable with 
themselves; and (10) had a predictable home routine (e.g., regular meals and 
a regular bedtime) (Narayan et al., 2018). Using these factors, Crandall et al. 
(2019) found that PCEs (or counter-ACEs) were related to lower scores of 
stress, depression, and sleep difficulties and higher scores for executive 
functioning, forgiveness, gratitude, and familial closeness. Further, ACEs 
have been identified as predictors of personality disorder symptoms (e.g., 
antisocial, avoidant, borderline, depressive, paranoid), whereas PCEs were 
negatively associated with personality disorder symptoms, even after con-
trolling for the effects of age, gender, and ACEs (Gunay-Oge, Pehlivan, & 
Isikli, 2020).
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Although some of the PCEs mentioned above cannot be fully addressed or 
supported in school settings, there are several PCEs that educators and school 
systems can support. For example, liking or feeling comfortable with oneself, 
having a caring teacher, liking school (Narayan et al., 2018) having good 
friends, positive non-parental adult relationships (Bethell et al., 2019; 
Narayan et al., 2018) and feeling a sense of belonging in high school (Bethell 
et al., 2019) are all factors that can be addressed in schools to some extent.

Protective factors

Researchers have also explored PFs in childhood; encouragingly, social sup-
port, resilience, and positive adult relationships all seem to buffer against 
a range of mental and substance abuse outcomes. Internal attributes such as 
resilience, or the ability to endure and overcome adversity, has been identified 
as a mitigating factor against mental health issues such as feelings of distress, 
somatoform symptoms (Beutel et al., 2017) and anxiety (Poole, Dobson, & 
Pusch, 2017). Other internal PFs, such as self-efficacy and emotional stability, 
may be protective against mental health issues in adulthood stemming from 
childhood abuse or neglect (Cohrdes & Mauz, 2020). Further, certain violent 
behaviors such as teen dating abuse perpetration have been mitigated by social 
support or empathy (Davis, Ports, Basile, Espelage, & David-Ferdon, 2019). 
Expanding beyond internal elements, feeling socially and emotionally sup-
ported by others during childhood has been associated with lower levels of 
depression in adulthood (Brinker & Cheruvu, 2017). Similarly, Von Cheong, 
Sinnott, Dahly, and Kearney (2017) found that ACEs were related to depres-
sive symptoms in adulthood, but only for participants who reported poor 
social support in childhood.

Positive relationships with non-parental adults are also beneficial experiences 
for children and can have lasting effects, especially regarding substance use or 
risky behaviors. Protective adult relationships during childhood can moderate 
the relationship between ACEs and substance use and reduce the likelihood of 
participating in delinquent acts (Brown & Shillington, 2017). Forster, Gower, 
Borowsky, and McMorris (2017) support the importance of relationships with 
adults by examining the student-teacher relationship. When students had sup-
portive relationships with teachers, they were less likely to abuse prescription 
medication (e.g., stimulants, ADD/ADHD medication, opiate-based pain relie-
vers, and tranquilizers); this effect was especially strong for students with more 
ACEs. Clearly, relationships with adults or teachers can be important factors 
protecting students from delinquent or dangerous behaviors.

While relationships with adults can be important protective factors, social 
bonds, or relationships with peers, can benefit youth. Youth with 5 or fewer 
ACEs who had strong social bonds were less likely to be rearrested; however, 
this effect did not hold true for more than 5 ACEs (Craig, Baglivio, Wolff, 
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Piquero, & Epps, 2017). This suggests that perhaps peer relationships may be 
protective but only to a certain extent. Moses and Villodas (2017) claimed that 
the negative associations between ACEs and school engagement (grade com-
pletion, perceived school importance, dropout contemplation, and prosocial 
activity engagement) were mitigated by peer intimacy and companionship yet 
exacerbated by peer conflict. Thus, the social bonds that students develop with 
peers may be especially important for student engagement in school. As 
educators, we have the potential to create environments in which adult and 
peer relationships can thrive and connections can be enhanced.

The school environment and how it is experienced can also serve as 
a protective factor for students. While adolescents faced with serious adversity 
are less likely to report high levels of well-being, having a supportive and safe 
neighborhood and school environment can mediate this association (Moore & 
Ramirez, 2016). Several other studies have outlined school-related PF’s for 
students such as engagement in school (Liu, Kia-Keating, Nylund-Gibson, & 
Barnett, 2020), a sense of belonging at school (Davis et al., 2019), and having 
positive relationships with teachers (Forster et al., 2017). Liu et al. (2020) 
conducted a study examining racial/ethnic differences in ACEs and PFs and 
found inequities for students of color. Specifically, students of color had more 
ACEs and less access to PFs than their white peers and not surprisingly, ACEs 
were associated with worse overall health whereas more access to PFs was 
associated with better overall health. Liu et al. (2020) express the importance of 
access to PFs across contexts (e.g., family, school, and community) especially 
for students with high levels of adversity. It is essential to find ways to 
encourage and support PFs in the school environment to better support 
students enduring adversity.

Restorative practices

Restorative justice emphasizes the importance of interconnectedness through 
building relationships and repairing relationships once harm has occurred 
(Zehr, 2015). Restorative justice is based on three pillars: 1) identification the 
harm that has occurred and the needs of those involved 2) the individual who 
caused harm has an obligation to accept responsibility and be held accounta-
ble, and 3) engagement, allowing for those that have caused harm and those 
that have been harmed to make things right (Zehr, 2015). Although restorative 
justice has been utilized for many years by indigenous peoples (Thorsborne & 
Blood, 2013), it has only more recently (since the 70s) been implemented in 
criminal and juvenile justice settings in the US. Restorative approaches in 
criminal justice settings have shown promising results, including a reduction 
in recidivism rates (Strang, Sherman, Mayo-Wilson, Woods, & Ariel, 2013), 
greater compliance with restitution requirements, and higher levels of satisfac-
tion for offenders (Latimer, Dowden, & Muise, 2005). Similar benefits have 
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been observed for adolescents involved in the juvenile justice system (Bergseth 
& Bouffard, 2007).

Given the positive outcomes of restorative justice in criminal and juvenile 
justice, schools have explored these practices to mitigate issues plaguing the 
education system such as exclusionary discipline, discipline disparities, and the 
school-to-prison pipeline. Exclusionary discipline practices such as suspensions 
and expulsions not only physically distance students from the learning environ-
ment but are also associated with academic failure or dropout (Noltemeyer et al., 
2015) and disconnects students from teachers and school (Jones et al., 2018). 
This disconnection is critical, as strong relationships with teachers or non- 
parental adults have been identified as key PCEs, which buffer against the 
negative effects of ACEs (Crandall et al., 2019; Gunay-Oge et al., 2020). Even 
more disconcerting, exclusionary discipline is disproportionately applied to 
students of color and students with disabilities. Data from the 2015–2016 Civil 
Rights Data Collection on School Climate and Safety suggest Black and Latino 
students and students with disabilities are disproportionately suspended and 
expelled (US Department of Education, 2018). These experiences reinforce the 
school-to-prison pipeline, or the process through which marginalized students 
are pushed out of schools and funneled into juvenile or criminal justice settings 
(Wald & Losen, 2003). Given the serious and far-reaching consequences of 
exclusionary discipline, restorative justice approaches in schools continue to 
expand as a potential alternative to exclusionary discipline.

The goals, essential components, application, and even terminology (i.e., 
“practices, approaches, interventions”) used to describe restorative justice is 
complex, with no singular approach (Song & Swearer, 2016). In schools, 
restorative justice is often referred to as restorative practices in order to capture 
the preventative nature of this philosophy (McClusky et al., 2008; Song & 
Swearer, 2016), thus we have opted to use the broad term of restorative 
practices as opposed to justice and this term will be used throughout this 
paper. Beyond terminology, identifying the essential components of RPs can 
be challenging since there is no established curriculum and is more commonly 
applied as a framework of guiding principles and values that schools can adapt 
to fit their unique environment (Garnett et al., 2019). Despite this variation, 
the Advancement Project outlines elements commonly shared across RPs in 
schools including: 1) healthy relationships between educators and students, 2) 
prevention and improvement of harmful behaviors, 3) repairing harm and 
restoring relationships, 4) resolving conflict and upholding accountability, 
and 5) addressing the needs of the school community (Anderson et al., 
2014). A few examples of RPs could include, but are not limited to, preventa-
tive and responsive circles, restorative conferences, restorative communication 
and dialogue, and peer mediation (Anderson et al., 2014; Amstutz & Mullet, 
2015).
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Although RPs in schools are still under investigation and can be complex to 
measure, several case studies and research briefs have identified positive out-
comes. In Table 1 we connect outcomes of schools implementing RPs with 
several PCEs and PFs that can be promoted in the school environment and 
reduce the negative effects of ACEs. We organized the table based on PCEs and 
PFs at varying levels, individual/student, relational or interpersonal, and the 
school-wide level. Next, we aligned RP outcomes from various investigations, 
case studies and research briefs with the identified PCEs and PFs to clarify how 
RPs directly support these critical experiences on various levels for students.

Individual level

PCEs and PFs include several individual-level skills such as emotional stability, 
self-efficacy, (Cohrdes & Mauz, 2020) empathy (Davis et al., 2019), resilience 
(Beutel et al., 2017; Poole et al., 2017), and feeling comfortable with yourself 
(Crandall et al., 2019; Gunay-Oge et al., 2020). Although research on RPs is 
still developing, several case studies have highlighted positive outcomes that 
align with supporting students’ PCEs and PFs in schools. In Oakland Unified 
Public Schools, school-wide RPs contributed to an increase in students’ ability 
to understand and maintain positive relationships with peers, empathy, and 
better management of emotions (Jain et al., 2014). While the Oakland case 
study examined a whole-school approach of RP’s, Ortega, Lyubansky, Nettles, 
and Espelage (2016) explored the benefits of one component of RP, circle 
experiences, with high school students. Qualitative results suggest that stu-
dents described “ownership of the process,” or the ability to deal with issues 
without total adult involvement, as a positive outcome. Not only had students 
expressed empowerment, but school staff reported maturity, better behavior, 
and increased confidence in their students following the use of restorative 
circles (Ortega et al., 2016). Outcomes from these experiences illustrate 
increases in empathy, emotional stability, confidence and maturity (i.e., liking 
or feeling comfortable with yourself) which research has identified as mitigat-
ing the negative effect of adversity in childhood (see Table 1.).

Interpersonal level

In addition to supporting students’ individual skills, RP’s have the potential to 
strengthen students’ interpersonal relationships with peers and adults. 
Research on PCEs and PFs consistently highlight the critical role of social 
support and supportive relationships with family, peers, and non-parental 
adults (for example, Bethell et al., 2019; Davis et al., 2019; Narayan et al., 
2018). Establishing healthy relationships is central to RP and has been identi-
fied as a positive outcome in several schools using restorative approaches (see 
Table 1). For example, following restorative circles, high school students 
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Table 1. Ways restorative practices support positive childhood experiences and protective factors 
related to school.

Individual level

PCEsa& PFsb Restorative practices
PCEs School staff identified maturity, better behavior, more 

academic focus, and increased confidence in their 
students following the use of restorative circles 
(Ortega et al., 2016). 

Students reported feeling a sense of ownership over 
the process when involved in restorative circles 
(Ortega et al., 2016). 

Students experienced increases in accountability, 
empathy, and ability to manage emotions (Jain et al., 
2014).

Liking/feeling comfortable with yourself (Crandall et al., 
2019; Gunay-Oge et al., 2020)

PFs
Resilience
● Psychological resilience (Poole et al., 2017)
● Resilient coping (Beutel et al., 2017)
Self-efficacy (Cohrdes & Mauz, 2020) 
Emotional stability (Cohrdes & Mauz, 2020) 
Empathy (Davis et al., 2019)

Interpersonal/relationship level
PCEs & PFs Restorative practices
PCEs Teachers reported better relationships with students 

following the use of circles in HS settings (Ortega 
et al., 2016). 

Students reported improved relationships with peers 
following circles and new ways of dealing with 
conflict as opposed to fighting (Ortega et al., 2016). 

Teachers who frequently used RPs in their classrooms 
had more positive relationships with their diverse 
students and issued fewer disciplinary referrals for 
their Latino and African American students 
compared to other teachers (Gregory et al., 2015). 

RP positively influenced students in building 
relationships with adults and peers (Jain et al., 2014). 

Students expressed increased ability to resolve conflict 
at home and positive lasting relationships with peers 
(Jain et al., 2014). 

Elementary students learned relationship building skills 
(e.g., communication, empathy) (Ingraham et al., 
2016).

Nonparent adult relationship
● Had at least 2 nonparent adults who took genuine 

interest in them (Bethell et al., 2019)
● An adult (not a parent/caregiver) who could provide 

you with support or advice (Crandall et al., 2019; 
Gunay-Oge et al., 2020)

Peer relationship
● Have at least one good friend (Crandall et al., 2019; 

Gunay-Oge et al., 2020)
● Felt supported by friends (Bethell et al., 2019)
Teacher-student relationship 
Have at least one teacher who cared about you 

(Crandall et al., 2019; Gunay-Oge et al., 2020)
PFs
Peer relationship
● Prosocial friends (Craig et al., 2017)
● Support from peers (Davis et al., 2019)
● Peer intimacy and companionship (Moses & Villodas, 

2017)
Adult relationship
● Reliable/protective relationships with other adults 

(Brown & Shillington, 2017)
● Positive adult relationships (Craig et al., 2017)
● Presence of an adult mentor (Liu et al., 2020)
General social and emotional support
● Perceived social and emotional support (Brinker & 

Cheruvu, 2017)
● The number of people whom you can count on (Von 

Cheong et al., 2017)
● Interest and concern that people show in what you 

do (Von Cheong et al., 2017)
Teacher-student relationship
● Positive student-teacher relationships (Forster et al., 

2017)

School-wide level
PCEs & PFs Restorative practices
PCEs School experienced a reduction in behavior referrals- 

over 3 years- 100% reduction in physical injury, 
property damage, possession of inappropriate items 
(knife) 33% reduction in referrals for “annoying 
others” (Ingraham et al., 2016). 

Reductions in bullying, fighting, harassment. Teachers 
also reported an enhanced sense of community 
(Rideout et al., 2010). 

Teachers reported RP improved school climate for staff 
(e.g., improvement in conduct management, teacher 
leadership, school leadership, learning conditions) 
(Augustine et al., 2018). 

School safety increased in one middle school, dropping 
from an average of 50 fights per year to an average 
of 10–12 fights (Gonzalez, 2012).

(Continued)
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expressed improvements in their relationships with their teachers and peers 
(Ortega et al., 2016). For teachers, using RPs can encourage positive relation-
ships with their diverse students; Gregory et al. (2015) found that students 
reported closer relationships with teachers who frequently used RPs compared 
with teachers that did not use these practices or used them less frequently. 
Further, teachers who frequently used RPs issued fewer discipline referrals to 
their Latino and African American students (Gregory et al., 2015). While close 
student-teacher relationships are critical to PCEs and PFs, the effects of RP can 
extend beyond relationships in the school environment. Following focus 
group discussions with Oakland Unified Public School students, RP training 
and experiences were useful in resolving conflicts between family members in 
their homes (Jain et al., 2014). The interpersonal skills that students gain from 
RPs have potential to improve relationships in their lives beyond the scope of 
school and can have lasting positive effects. Outcomes from initial case studies 
and research briefs are highlighting key interpersonal benefits such as 
improved relationships with teachers/non-parental adults and peers, which 
are common themes in the PCEs and PFs literature.

School-wide level

RPs can have a significant effect on the overall school climate, which has 
consistently been identified as a critical PCE or PF for child and adolescent 
development. Feeling a sense of belonging at school (Bethell et al., 2019; Davis 
et al., 2019) and feeling safe at school (Liu et al., 2020; Moore & Ramirez, 2016) 
are important PCEs and PFs for students. One way in which school safety can 
be measured is through discipline referrals. In a single-case study analysis of 
RP across three years in a prek-5th grade school, researchers found an overall 
85% decrease in behavioral referrals for students, including reductions in 

Table 1. (Continued).
Individual level

Liking school (Crandall et al., 2019; Gunay-Oge et al., 
2020) 

Have at least one teacher who cared about you (Crandall 
et al., 2019; Gunay-Oge et al., 2020) 

Felt a sense of belonging (in HS) (Bethell et al., 2019)
PFs
Safe school
● School safety (Liu et al., 2020)
● Attending a safe school (Moore & Ramirez, 2016)
Positive student-teacher relationships (Forster et al., 

2017) 
Support from school (Davis et al., 2019) 
School belonging (Davis et al., 2019) 
School engagement (Liu et al., 2020) 
Perceived social and emotional support (Brinker & 

Cheruvu, 2017)
aPCEs = Positive Childhood Experiences. b PFs = Protective Factors.
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behaviors such as physical injury or property damage (Ingraham et al., 2016). 
Similar findings were present in a longitudinal case study of Denver Public 
Schools, with one middle school experiencing a significant decrease in student 
fights over the course of 3 years, from an average of 50 down to 10–12 per year 
(Gonzalez, 2012).

Further, RP contributed to a decrease in bullying, fighting and harassment 
at the elementary and high school level for seven schools piloting RP in 
Canada (Rideout, Salinitri, & Marc, 2010). Reductions in behavior referrals 
or harmful behaviors can be a positive indicator that school safety is improv-
ing, however, capturing experiences from individuals at the school may pro-
vide important insight into how the environment is actually experienced. 
Thus, focus group interviews with teachers in this same study revealed an 
enhanced sense of community and relationship building in the school 
(Rideout et al., 2010). Not only is the school climate important for students, 
but the way that teachers and school staff experience the environment is 
important to consider. The International Institute of Restorative Practices 
(IIRP) investigated their 2-year restorative practices program 
(SaferSanerSchools) in a randomized control trial of 44 Pittsburgh Public 
Schools to understand more about how RP can affect the whole-school 
environment. In this research report, teachers identified an improved school 
climate (Augustine et al., 2018). Initial investigations of RPs in schools have 
shown promising results that have the potential to enhance PCEs and PFs for 
students in individual, interpersonal, and school-wide contexts, ultimately 
mitigating the negative long-term effects of ACEs (see Table 1).

Considerations for implementation

While RPs in schools have shown positive effects for students, their relation-
ships with others, and the larger school environment, it is important to note 
the challenges and realities associated with RP implementation, conceptuali-
zation and measurement, and outcome data. Advocates of RP often suggest 
a whole-school approach, in which RPs are integrated into the school envir-
onment at all levels instead of implementing pieces under certain circum-
stances (Amstutz & Mullet, 2015; Augustine et al., 2018). However, shifting 
from a punitive to a restorative approach is not simple, with RP experts 
suggesting a 3-5-year timeframe for RP to be established in a school commu-
nity (Morrison, Blood, & Thorsborne, 2005). School stakeholders identified 
time, training, resources and PD, administrative support, and integration with 
existing school-based initiatives as critical during early implementation of RP 
(Garnett et al., 2019). However, establishing buy-in from teachers and other 
stakeholders may be an obstacle. Oakland Schools identified challenges with 
establishing buy-in, a lack of clarity regarding policies, and potential misuse or 
inconsistency in RP delivery (Jain et al., 2014). In order for RP to be effective, 

THE NEW EDUCATOR 11



students and staff need to be open to shifting traditional power dynamics and 
participate in restorative experiences. In Ortega and colleagues’ study (2016), 
despite significant benefits of circles in high school settings, some students 
expressed feelings of frustration or disappointment if they felt their peers were 
dishonest or weren’t being serious during circles. It should be noted that 
although RPs can have tremendous benefits, this approach is challenging, 
requires investment, and is no quick fix to the larger systemic issues embedded 
in US schools.

Challenges of RP may also arise in conceptualization and measurement. 
Due to the fact that RPs are more of an approach or lens rather than a directive 
curriculum, defining and carrying out RPs can be challenging from a research 
perspective. For example, some schools utilize specific programs, whereas 
other schools may use a less defined form of RP or only implement circles. 
Another recent and powerful conceptual variation to consider is transforma-
tive justice, which Winn (2018) suggests four critical pedagogical stances: 1) 
history matters, 2) race matters, 3) justice matters, and 4) language matters in 
developing a restorative mind-set. Winn’s (2018) stance underscores the 
contextual factors that are critical in shaping restorative justice in schools. 
These conceptual or definitional variations in conjunction with close connec-
tions to other school-wide initiatives such as trauma-informed practices, 
Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS), or social-emotional 
learning can create challenges with implementation and measurement (Song 
& Swearer, 2016). As previously stated, many of the RP outcomes discussed 
come from examinations of specific programs or case studies; although these 
experiences are informative, additional peer-reviewed, empirically based, and 
longitudinal studies are needed (Song & Swearer, 2016).

Implications

In order to support students with ACEs, educators and school staff need to 
have an understanding of the effects of childhood adversity, but also how 
PCE’s and PFs can be cultivated in school environments via RPs. Few teachers 
feel prepared to support students faced with significant family stressors or 
behavior issues in the classroom (Reinke, Stormont, Herman, Puri, & Goel, 
2011), thus training may be a critical component in supporting teachers. While 
a single day professional development dedicated to education and discussion 
about adversity in childhood and the potential implications can be informative 
for teachers and administrators, integrating this topic throughout the year may 
be more beneficial than a single day focused on mental health. Researchers at 
the Learning Policy Institute advocate for this type of professional develop-
ment, which allows staff time to reflect upon and revisit material over time 
(Darling-Hammond, Hyler, & Gardner, 2017). Ideally, in restorative schools, 
discussions and content supporting student mental health and wellbeing 
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would be integrated into all professional development. In addition to con-
sidering the frequency of RP training or discussion, schools need to consider 
who is responsible for leading these activities. Song and Swearer (2016) 
advocate for having in-house RP consultants leading professional develop-
ment rather than utilizing outside consultants, this may be an interesting set- 
up to examine given that several RP programs utilize external consultation 
during implementation.

Beyond increasing awareness of ACEs and children’s mental health issues, it 
is imperative to include education and discussion for school staff about PCEs 
and PFs. Focusing primarily on student deficits or pathologizing students 
based on their experiences can be highly detrimental. A strengths-based 
approach recognizes and mobilizes an individual’s assets or strengths and 
generates a sense of empowerment (Bryan & Henry, 2008). A strengths- 
based mind-set, especially with students and families that have endured 
adversity or mental health issues is important for educators to utilize. This 
aligns with Winn’s (2018) suggestion that language, or the way in which 
students and families are conceptualized and discussed, is crucial. We suggest 
that schools actively engage in reframing deficit-focused language to incorpo-
rate and focus on student strengths and cultivating PCEs and PFs for students.

As teachers and administrators begin forming their professional identity in 
University settings, this may be an ideal space to shift mind-sets and establish 
interest and buy-in to restorative ways of thinking. Creating class content and 
experiences centered on RPs and mental health has the potential to shape the 
perspectives of future teachers and administrators before they enter the field. 
Beyond exposure to the content of RP, we suggest Universities engage students 
in discussions and reflections about conflict or harm, create restorative role play 
scenarios, or host preventative circles in the classroom for pre-service teachers to 
experience first-hand. Further, many K-12 schools are implementing social emo-
tional learning programs which enhance the following skills: self-awareness, self- 
management, social awareness, responsible decision-making, and relationship 
skills (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning [CASEL], 
2020). Social emotional learning skills are central to and support RPs, thus, 
designing opportunities at the University level which cultivate future educators’ 
social emotional growth could also be beneficial in supporting RPs.

Not only is it imperative for teachers and administrators to gain exposure to 
RPs early in their career and training, but also other support staff such as 
school counselors, school social workers, or school psychologists. These indi-
viduals all have unique roles in schools, with a common objective of support-
ing the social, emotional, and academic needs of students. In fact, Smith et al. 
(2018) suggest that school counselors hold an invaluable role on school 
campuses, with training and abilities to support and even lead restorative 
justice teams. Traditionally these supportive professions do not serve as dis-
ciplinarians, however, RPs do not align with traditional discipline and instead 
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focus on relationships, which is within their scope of practice. Training 
individuals in these professions early and incorporating them into RP teams 
in schools could be beneficial in ensuring smoother RP implementation.

Conclusion

We suggest that educators and administrators can better meet the needs of their 
students who have endured ACEs through the implementation of RPs due to the 
connection with PCEs and PFs. The research on negative health outcomes result-
ing from adversity in childhood (Felitti et al., 1998) and the PCEs and PFs that 
mitigate these effects is clear (Bethell et al., 2019; Cohrdes & Mauz, 2020; Davis 
et al., 2019; Narayan et al., 2018). Based on initial findings of RPs in schools, these 
practices have the ability to strengthen PCEs and PFs at the individual level (i.e., 
empathy, emotional stability, self-efficacy or confidence), interpersonal level (i.e., 
improved student-teacher and peer relationships), and school-wide level (i.e., sense 
of belonging and school safety). Research on RPs in schools is promising thus far, 
with significant benefits for students and staff (Gonzalez, 2012; Gregory et al., 2015; 
Ortega et al., 2016). Together as educators, administrators, support staff, and 
mental health experts in schools, we can do better in supporting our students 
with ACEs by rejecting the current punitive disciplinary system and embracing 
restorative approaches.
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