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Introduction 
 

School violence is harmful to student and school staff well-being and mental health as well as 
detrimental to the learning environment (Capp, Astor & Gilreath, 2020). There is increasing 
evidence that promoting social-emotional learning, positive teacher-student relationships and a 
supportive climate can prevent school violence (Bradshaw, Cohen, Espelage & Nation, 2021; 
Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor & Schellinger, 2011; Hong, Espelage & Lee, 2018; 
Nickerson, 2018; Thapa, Cohen, Guffey & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2013; Voight & Nation, 2016; 
Wang, Berry & Swearer, 2013). In this context, many schools are turning to restorative practices 
to promote safe, inclusive, caring schools. Restorative justice, or restorative practices more 
broadly, are rooted in relationality and Indigenous ways of knowing (Antara, Evans & Lester, 
2013; Gregory & Evans, 2020; González, Sattler & Buth, 2019; Vaandering, 2014). Schools that 
use restorative practices aim to bring students, teachers, staff, family and local residents 
together to build community and address students’ (unmet) needs. Whereas traditional 
disciplinary responses (e.g., detention) often focus on punishment of the individual who caused 
harm with neither involvement of the person who was harmed nor discussion of the incident, 

restorative practices emphasize learning and growth. When harm has occurred, restorative 
practices emphasize dialogue, accountability for those who caused harm and repair for the 
individual(s) who were harmed. Restorative practices in schools have been associated with 
decreased bullying and school violence, improvements in positive school climate and decreased 
use of suspensions (Boulton & Mirsky, 2006; Gregory et al., 2018; Hantzopoulos, 2013; 
Ingraham et al., 2016; Jain, Bassey, Brown & Kalkra, 2014; Schumacher, 2014; Zakszeski & 
Rutherford, 2021). Yet, there are challenges to implementing restorative practices in school-
wide initiatives and causal evidence of their effectiveness are limited. The current study 
presents implementation and impact findings of a cluster randomized control trial examining a 
school-wide restorative practices model called Circle Forward.  

Implementation of restorative practices in schools 
Restorative principles reflect beliefs about relationships, justice, mutual understanding and equity 
that often challenge traditional mindsets in school settings (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2014; Antara 
et al., 2013; Gregory & Evans, 2020; González et al., 2019). For example, restorative principles 
reframe how student (mis)behavior is understood (Antara et al., 2013; Gregory & Evans, 2020; 
González et al., 2019). Instead of viewing misbehavior as morally wrong, student behavior can be 
understood through a developmental lens related to students’ unmet needs and emotional self-
regulation. Further, restorative principles encourage a focus not on punishment for wrong caused 
but on repair of both harm in the context of relationships and conflict as a learning opportunity 
(Antara et al., 2013; González, 2016; Zehr, 2002). More broadly, restorative principles emphasize 
that individual positive relationships among students, teachers and staff can enhance the 
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relational health of the school community (Antara et al., 2013; González, 2016; McCluskey, 2018; 
Vaandering, 2014). Finally, restorative practices also must address systemic power imbalances 
and structural inequities in school environments and beyond, since these power dynamics are 
relevant at the interpersonal, social and structural levels (Antara et al., 2013; González, 2016). For 
example, the use of a talking piece, an object that designates the speaker, can help shift power 
between teachers and their students, as everyone is expected to respect its use and listen to the 
speaker (Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2014). 

Circles are a common restorative approach used most frequently to build community or 
address harm (such as incidents that have damaged a relationship) with students, teachers, 
other school staff, families and community members. Educators and practitioners applying 
restorative practices such as circles aim to connect participants and recognize the humanity of 
all involved (McCammon, 2020). Circles support a relational context in school settings where 
power dynamics (e.g., adults may wield more power; inequities related to race/ethnicity, 
gender, sexual orientation and disability) may affect the ability to promote authentic 
relationships among all members of school communities.  

Increasingly, schools are implementing whole-school restorative practices initiatives. To do so 
often requires changes at many levels, from individual mindsets to school climate and culture to 
formal practices and policies (González et al., 2019; Gregory & Evans, 2020; Martinez, Villegas, 
Hassoun Ayoub, Jensen & Miller, 2022). Although prior research has frequently focused on 
restorative practices as an alternative disciplinary intervention, studies have noted the difficulty 
of transforming disciplinary practices in the context of isolated interventions that do not address 
broader structures and policies (e.g., González et al., 2019; Gregory, Ward-Seidel & Carter, 2020; 
Schiff, 2018). Whole-school restorative practices approaches, on the other hand, include a focus 
on community building and proactive approaches to harm prevention; they also intentionally 
focus on the relational and structural context of the school among students, educators, 
community and family members and the broader district (González et al., 2019), allowing schools 
greater potential for culture and systems change (Martinez et al., 2022).   

Researchers and practitioners have found that implementing whole-school restorative practices 
brings its own set of school-wide challenges. First, for school-wide restorative practices, buy-in 
at all levels of the school is needed; this can be challenging, and it takes time (Gregory et al., 
2020; González, 2014). Educators may struggle to implement and fully buy into restorative 
practices because of other competing demands on their staff time (Martinez et al., 2022). In 
addition, buy-in and ownership from students and other community members is important for 
whole-school implementation (Garnett, Kervick et al., 2022; Gregory et al., 2020) but often 
neither prioritized nor measured. Further, few restorative practices implementation studies 
have examined broader policies at the school and district levels and their relationship with 
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implementation (Gregory et al., 2020; Martinez et al., 2022). Finally, implementation challenges 
may vary based on school and district context. 

For this reason, whole-school approaches to restorative practices are often shaped by the school 
and community context (e.g., González et al., 2019; Gregory et al., 2020). This leads to variation in 
the actual practices and activities in whole-school restorative practice initiatives and how they are 
staffed and implemented. This variation often exists even among schools implementing a single 
model, making it especially difficult to understand and evaluate the implementation of 
restorative practices in schools (Zakszeski & Rutherford, 2021). In turn, for the study of whole-
school restorative practices initiatives, the variation in what is implemented has led to a relative 
dearth of information about what constitutes a successful implementation with fidelity (Gregory 
& Evans, 2020; Zakszeski & Rutherford, 2021). For example, in a systematic review of research on 
restorative practices in education, Zakszeski and Rutherford (2021) identified 71 previous studies, 
but only seven of those described implementation approaches. Of those seven, three reported 
evaluating any aspect of fidelity of implementation. Taken together, the infrequent, incomplete 
and inconsistent measurement of implementation affects the ability of researchers and 
evaluators to assess the effectiveness of restorative practices in schools more broadly. 

In recent years, scholars have developed a multi-tiered model to conceptualize both restorative 
practices and implementation supports at multiple levels, with clear implementation supports 
for a whole-school approach (Garnett, Moore et al., 2020; Mayworm et al., 2016). For example, 
Mayworm and colleagues (2016) present a multi-tiered model of restorative practices 
implementation that includes school-wide, universal restorative practices (Tier 1), targeted 
professional development (group consultation; Tier 2) and one-on-one teacher consultation 
(Tier 3). Gregory and colleagues (2020) identified twelve practice-based qualitative indicators of 
restorative practices implementation within the three tiers, including restorative practices 
infrastructure and capacity building as foundational for all tiers (e.g., practice and policy level; 
staff restorative mindset development and growth; inclusion of students, family and 
community members). These approaches consider multiple levels of schools’ ecology and 
implementation supports at each level. However, these conceptual models do not actually 
define measurement approaches for whole-school restorative practices. In terms of actual 
measurement of fidelity of implementation, there is a lack of attention to the whole-school 
context: some researchers have assessed implementation of individual practices (e.g., the 
quality of responsive circles; Wang & Lee, 2019), or a single dimension of implementation 
fidelity (Acosta et al., 2016). Thus, researchers and educators engaged in whole-school 
restorative practices initiatives need rigorous research that systematically examines restorative 
practices implementation across tiers or levels. 
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Evidence supporting restorative practices in schools 
Despite the increased implementation of restorative practices in schools, there is scant causal 
evidence of their effectiveness. A recent review of school-based restorative practices studies 
published in academic journals between 2000 and 2020 (Zakszeski and Rutherford, 2021) found 
only two peer-reviewed studies used a cluster randomized controlled trial design. The first, a 
two-year study in which 40 middle schools in England were randomly assigned to either 
implement a restorative practices and social-emotional learning intervention (20 schools), or 
business-as-usual (20 schools), found that students in schools assigned to the intervention 
group experienced less bullying victimization, less substance abuse (e.g. smoking, alcohol), and 
had better psychological well-being (Bonell et al., 2018). No statistically significant differences 
were found between students in the intervention or business-as-usual schools in aggression. 
The second, a two-year CRCT in which 13 middle schools in Maine were randomly assigned, 
seven to implement a restorative practices intervention, and six to business-as-usual found no 
statistically significant differences between students on any of 11 outcomes related to social 
skills, bullying victimization, school connectedness, or school climate (Acosta et al., 2019).   

Results of a third CRCT, published by the Rand Institute, which was conducted with 44 public schools 
in Pittsburg (22 treatment and 22 control) found that students in intervention schools reported 
improved perceptions of school climate and fewer days suspended compared to students in control 
schools. Further, the reductions in days suspended for were greater for Black students as compared 
to White students and were driven by reductions in suspensions in the elementary but not the 
middle or high schools. The study did not find any changes in overall student behavior, student arrest 
rates, or daily attendance. In addition, math achievement of middle school students, in intervention 
schools with a predominantly Black student enrolment, worsened (Augustine et al, 2018).  

Results of a recent CRTC conducted with 18 K-12 schools in a Northeastern US urban school 
district found no differences in the likelihood of suspension between students in the 
intervention and business-as-usual schools after one year of the intervention (Huang, Gregory, 
and Ward-Seidel, 2023). These results were similar for students regardless of race/ethnicity, 
gender, or student disability status. However, for students who had previously been suspended, 
students in the intervention schools were less likely to receive an out-of-school suspension.     

The Circle Forward Model of Whole-School Change 
The Suffolk University Center for Restorative Justice (CRJ) developed the Circle Forward Model 
of Whole-School Change (hereafter referred to as ‘CF model’; Boyes-Watson & Pranis, 2014). 
Circle Forward is a multi-tiered model of restorative practices influenced by Indigenous values 
of community and interconnectedness, and using the circle as its main tool in building 
relationships among school community members and resolving conflicts. 
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Circles begin and end with ceremonies so participants can forge connections with one another. 
By focusing on community building, circles seek to address issues through a strengths-based 
approach, rather than immediately delving into the conflict. The following elements comprise a 
CF circle: (a) opening ritual (e.g., a poem); (b) use of a talking piece, an item used to designate 
whose turn it is to speak if they choose; (c) use of a centerpiece, which includes items that 
represent core values (e.g., community); (d) a facilitator who oversees the space and guides the 
discussion; (e) decision-making by consensus which promotes equity and (f) a closing ceremony 
marking the end of the circle. During the circle, participants are expected to follow circle 
guidelines and norms, including waiting to speak until they are holding the talking piece, giving 
all participants the opportunity to share and being present in the circle through active listening 
or sharing if they choose. Within a circle, all participants are viewed as equals and their 
contributions carry the same weight. The flow of the circle seeks to honor and nourish all parts 
of the human self: emotional (e.g., feelings), mental (e.g., thoughts and self-reflection), spiritual 
(e.g., purpose/values) and physical (e.g., meeting the needs of your body; Boyes-Watson, 2005).  

CF trains school community members in three types of circles, with each tier increasing in 
intensity of use. In Tier 1 circles, participants establish norms, build connections between 
students and their peers and school staff and address academic and non-academic topics. In Tier 
2 circles, facilitators resolve less serious issues, such as classroom disruptions and interpersonal 
conflicts, using restorative questions. In Tier 3 circles, administrators, deans or other staff who 
oversee school discipline may hold a harm circle or conference to address serious harm and serve 
as an alternative to exclusionary discipline practices, such as suspensions.  

A core component of the CF model is the restorative leadership team (RLT). The team consists 
of approximately five to ten school staff (e.g., teachers, guidance and support staff, 
administrators), as well as caregivers and students. Coaches employed by CRJ comprise another 
component of the CF model. The work of the RLT begins with a retreat, where CRJ coaches 
provide an overview of restorative practices and their role on the team, and provide 
opportunities for staff to connect with each other. At the end of the retreat, the RLT drafts a 
vision of how restorative practices can be implemented in their schools. After the retreat, the 
RLT works closely with their assigned CRJ coach to determine how to implement the CF model 
within the context of the school. Although each coach has the flexibility to guide and support 
schools based on their needs, in this study all CRJ coaches were expected to do the following: 
Lead the RLT meetings, act as a model and resource for the implementation of circles for the 
school, lead staff professional development trainings focused on restorative practices and visit 
the school on a weekly basis. CF follows a gradual release model, with the RLT continuing to 
implement CF once the CRJ coach has left the school.  
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Two-day trainings are a core CF model component, with trainings focused on each circle tier. All 
staff who interact directly with students (administrators, teachers and guidance and support staff) 
are expected to attend the Tier 1 circle training, which covers the key concepts of restorative 
practices and circles, teaches core elements of circles and gives participants the tools to plan and 
lead circles as well as address common challenges (e.g., time). After the Tier 1 training, staff then 
would have the tools to lead circles, such as those focused on classroom norms or building 
relationships among staff and students. The Tier 2 training focuses on classroom management and 
de-escalation techniques. Only certain staff (e.g., student support, guidance, administrative and 
some teaching staff) are invited to the Tier 2 training, based on the discretion of the school. At the 
end of Tier 2 training, attendees should have the knowledge and resources to implement 
restorative responses to classroom disruptions, use restorative language and understand how to 
handle larger classroom concerns using circles. Lastly, the Tier 3 training focuses on restorative 
processes, such as circles conferences, for addressing conflict and harm. School staff who oversee 
discipline, such as administrators and deans, are invited to participate in Tier 3 training.  

Study Overview  
As part of the National Institute of Justice’s (NIJ’s) Comprehensive School Safety Initiative grant, the 
American Institutes for Research (AIR) partnered with CRJ and a large, urban district to conduct a 
mixed-methods cluster randomized control trial (RCT) evaluation of the CF model. This evaluation 
has two components: an implementation evaluation and an impact evaluation. The implementation 
evaluation drew upon data collected from teachers, students, administrators, and other 
stakeholders using surveys, interviews, focus groups, observation data, and attendance records. 
The impact evaluation drew upon administrative data collected by the partner school district. 

CRJ led the implementation of the CF model, which included scheduling and leading the circle 
trainings, and overseeing the work of CRJ coaches in intervention schools. The district 
supported the implementation of CRJ by assisting in the recruitment of schools and supporting 
study data collection activities. AIR led the RCT external evaluation of the CF model, which 
included an implementation and impact evaluation. 

The goal of the implementation evaluation was to examine how CF was implemented, how 
participants perceive the program and the extent to which implementation was aligned with 
existing programs and school policies. The research questions were as follows: 

1. To what extent is CF implemented as intended, and how does implementation vary across 
schools?   

2. What facilitators and challenges to program implementation arose? How did schools 
resolve challenges? 

3. In what ways does implementing the CF model lead to changes in practice for all of those trained?  
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4. How is CF integrated into and coordinated with preexisting programs and aligned to school 
policies and practices, so as to become routine? 

The goal of the impact evaluation was to examine whether implementation of the CF model led 
to positive impacts on school climate and student behavior and academic achievement. The 
research questions were as follows: 

1. Do students in schools implementing CF report more positive perceptions of school climate 
than students in schools not implementing CF?  

2. Do schools implementing CF see improvements in attendance?   

3. Do schools implementing CF experience reductions in use of suspensions? Are there 
reductions in disparity in use of suspensions by race? 

4. Do schools implementing CF see improvements in student academic achievement?  

Study Approach 
 

The CRJ worked with district leaders to recruit from among the highest-need middle and high 
schools. Schools were targeted for recruitment if they received Title I funding, had a high percentage 
of children from low-income families, and were among the lowest performing 20% of schools. AIR 
employed a mixed-methods, randomized controlled trial to study the implementation and impact of 
the Circle Forward model among high-need schools serving middle and high school students.  

In this section, we further describe the randomization approach, sample, data collection and 
analyses.  

Randomization approach 
The research team randomly assigned 30 schools, with blocking at the grade level (i.e. schools 
serving 6-8 grade students and schools serving 9-12 grade students were randomly assigned, 
separately) to either the intervention group (n=15 schools) or the business-as-usual group 
(n=15) in February of 2018. The intervention and business-as-usual schools were equivalent on 
all variables at the time of random assignment. Planning for the intervention began in early 
2018, with initial RLT formation in late spring and staff starting Tier 1 trainings during the 
summer. Full implementation of CF began in treatment schools during the 2018–2019 school 
year. During the 2018–2019 school year, a CRJ coach worked with treatment school RLT 
members to implement the CF model at their school (approximately 10–12 hours per week per 
school). During the 2019–2020 school year, the CRJ coach worked with RLT members to 
gradually transition implementation responsibilities to the RLT. By spring 2020, RLT members 
were expected to lead CF implementation at their school.  
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Implementation and impacts were intended to be analyzed during year 1 (2018–2019) and year 
2 (2019–2020) of implementation in treatment schools. Before implementation began, one 
control school dropped out of the study; however, we use an intent-to-treat approach, and 
therefore this school remains in our analytic sample. Two additional treatment schools closed 
during the first year of the study. As it is not possible to measure outcomes in schools that no 
longer exist, the final analytic sample includes students in the 13 treatment schools that 
remained open and the 15 control schools. Given the high overall (6.7%) and differential 
(13.3%) cluster-level attrition in our sample, we reexamined individual-level baseline 
equivalence between our two analytic samples (2018–2019 school year and 2019–2020 school 
year analytic samples) on all outcomes assessed in our analysis (See Exhibits 1 and 2). 
Differences between the treatment and control students ranged from 0.04 to 0.18 standard 
deviations; thus we applied a statistical adjustment to our analysis.1 This statistical adjustment 
involved including a baseline measure of the appropriate outcome in each of our models. 

Exhibit 1. Baseline Equivalence Between Intervention and Control Students in the 2018–2019 
School Year Analytic Sample 

 Intervention Control  

 M(SD) or % M(SD) or % Hedges’ g or 
Cox’s Index 

Total Number of Days Absent 13.60 (14.91) 12.88 (16.55) 0.05 

Total Number of Unexcused Days Absent 10.64 (13.19) 9.95 (14.91) 0.05 

Chronic Absenteeism 26.7 23.0 0.12 

Truancy 36.8 31.3 0.15 

Percent of Unexcused Absences 0.77 (0.26) 0.75 (0.28) 0.07 

Total Number of Days Missed Due to Suspensions 0.22 (0.95) 0.16 (0.79) 0.07 

Number of In-School Suspension Incidents 0.02 (0.15) 0.01 (0.12) 0.08 

Days Missed due to In-School Suspension Incidents 0.03 (0.23) 0.01 (0.15) 0.11 

Number of Out-of-School Suspension Incidents 0.11 (0.45) 0.08 (0.40) 0.07 

Days Missed Due to Out-of-School Suspension Incidents 0.20 (0.88) 0.15 (0.76) 0.06 

MCAS Math 485.26 (23.06) 489.06 (24.42) -0.16 

MCAS English Language Arts 487.46 (25.49) 492.05 (25.05) -0.18 

Note. We present means and standard deviations for continuous variables and percentages for categorical 
variables. We present Hedges’ g for continuous variables and Cox’s Index for dichotomous variables. 

 
1 What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) 4.1 standards require statistical adjustment for baseline differences greater than .05 but 
less than .25 standard deviations when attrition from an RCT is differential and high, in order to meet WWC standards with 
reservations.    
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Exhibit 2. Baseline Equivalence Between Intervention and Control Students in the 2019–2020 
School Year Analytic Sample 

 Intervention Control  

 M(SD) or % M(SD) or % Hedges’ g or Cox’s 
Index 

Total Number of Days Absent 12.61 (13.22) 11.78 (14.40) 0.06 

Total Number of Unexcused Days Absent 9.79 (11.63) 8.90 (12.52) 0.07 

Chronic Absenteeism 24.2% 20.9% 0.11 

Truancy 35.1% 29.7% 0.15 

Percent of Unexcused Absences 0.77 (0.26) 0.75 (0.28) 0.07 

Total Number of Days Missed Due to 
Suspensions 

0.21 (0.94) 0.17 (0.81) 0.05 

Number of In-School Suspension Incidents 0.02 (0.16) 0.01 (0.13) 0.07 

Days Missed Due to In-School Suspension 
Incidents 

0.03 (0.23) 0.01 (0.15) 0.11 

Number of Out-of-School Suspension 
Incidents 

0.10 (0.44) 0.08 (0.41) 0.05 

Days Missed Due to Out-of-School 
Suspension Incidents 

0.18 (0.87) 0.15 (0.77) 0.04 

Note. We present means and standard deviations for continuous variables and percentages for categorical 
variables. We present Hedges’ g for continuous variables and Cox’s Index for dichotomous variables. 

Sample 

Of the 28 schools, 13 served K-8 students, two served middle school students, four served a 
combination of middle and high school students and nine served exclusively high school 
students (See Exhibit 3). The students in the study schools were racially and ethnically diverse, 
with about a third of students identifying as Black and more than half identifying as Hispanic; 
also, about a third of students identified as English language learners. Racial and ethnic student 
compositions varied by school, with some schools primarily serving Hispanic students or Black 
students, whereas others had within-school racial and ethnic diversity.  

Exhibit 3. School Grade Range by Treatment Status 

 Overall Intervention Control 

School Type    

 High School 9 4 5 

 Middle School 2 1 1 

 Middle/High School 4 – 4 

 K–8 13 8 5 

This resource was prepared by the author(s) using Federal funds provided by the U.S.  
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Analytic sample for impact evaluation 
The analytic sample for the 2018–2019 school year outcomes analyses included all students 
who were enrolled in schools that were randomized in the 2017–2018 school year as well as 
any students who moved into an intervention or control school in the 2018–2019 school year, 
for a total of 10,650 students (intervention = 4,111, control = 6,539). The analytic sample for 
the 2019–2020 school year outcomes analyses included all students who were enrolled in 
schools that were randomized in the 2017–2018 school year as well as any students who 
moved into an intervention or control school in the 2018–2019 or 2019–2020 school years, for 
a total of 12,256 students (intervention = 4,513, control = 7,743). Exhibits 4 and 5 present 
demographic information on the analytic samples. 

Exhibit 4. Demographic Information for the 2018–2019 Outcomes Analytic Sample 

 Overall Intervention Control 

Race/Ethnicity**    

 Asian 11.5 5.4 15.4 

 Black 33.9 32.0 35.1 

 Hispanic 44.5 54.8 38.0 

 White 9.3 7.1 10.7 

 Multiracial/Other 1.0 1.0 1.0 

Gender (Female) 47.1 46.3 47.6 

Individualized Education Plan 23.4 26.2 21.7** 

English Language Learner 24.7 32.9 19.9** 

Economically Disadvantaged 79.7 84.3 77.1** 

Grade**    

 6 15.0 20.7 11.6 

 7 13.0 15.4 11.6 

 8 13.6 14.4 13.2 

 9 15.3 12.9 16.8 

 10 15.0 13.3 16.0 

 11 12.9 10.6 14.2 

 12 15.2 12.7 16.6 

Note. We present percentages for all categorical variables. 
*p<.05 
**p<.01 
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Exhibit 5. Demographic Information for the 2019–2020 Outcomes Analytic Sample 

 Overall Intervention Control 

Race/Ethnicity**    

 Asian 11.3 5.2 14.8 

 Black 33.8 32.0 34.8 

 Hispanic 45.1 55.3 39.1 

 White 9.0 6.8 10.4 

 Multiracial/Other 1.0 1.0 1.0 

Gender (Female) 47.4 46.2 48.1 

Individualized Education Plan 23.2 25.9 21.7** 

English Language Learner 22.3 30.5 17.5** 

Economically Disadvantaged 81.7 86.4 79.0** 

Grade**    

 6 14.4 19.1 11.7 

 7 14.9 16.6 13.9 

 8 12.1 13.7 11.1 

 9 18.4 17.8 18.7 

 10 13.7 11.5 15.0 

 11 13.1 10.6 14.5 

 12 13.5 10.8 15.1 

Note. We present percentages for all categorical variables. 
*p<.05 
**p<.01 

Sample for implementation evaluation site visits 
At the start of the study, a CRJ staff member met with intervention school staff, including 
administrators, to discuss what motivated them to participate in the study and gauge their 
awareness of restorative justice and prior experiences with restorative justice. After those 
conversations, the staff member rated the intervention schools using a three-point scale on two 
school-level characteristics: their exposure to restorative practices before CF (little/no 
exposure, some exposure and great exposure) and their perceived openness to restorative 
practices (somewhat resistant, open, very open). When the study team selected a subset of 
intervention schools to gather in-depth qualitative data through in-person site visits (hereafter 
referred to as ‘site visit schools’), we used a stratified sampling approach based on a school’s 
rating on those two characteristics because we expected those traits to influence 
implementation. In addition, we accounted for grade levels (elementary, middle and high 
school) in selecting schools. In this way, the site visit schools included a diversity of experiences, 

This resource was prepared by the author(s) using Federal funds provided by the U.S.  
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such as schools that were very open to restorative practices but had no exposure, and schools 
that were perceived as somewhat resistant but had some exposure to restorative practices.  

Data sources and measures 
This mixed-methods study used a combination of data sources to answer the research 
questions. To answer implementation evaluation research questions, we employed attendance 
records from the CF Tier 1 trainings, in-person observations of one Tier 1 training, 
implementation surveys from all intervention schools and interviews and focus groups with 
staff members and students in the eight site visit schools.  

To answer the impact research questions, we relied on extant administrative data from our 
partner district for the 2017–2018 school year to the 2019–2020 school year. Data included 
student-level data on suspensions, attendance, academic achievement, and demographic data. 
We then calculated school-level variables using the student-level data. The remainder of this 
section provides additional detail on all data sources. 

Tier 1 professional development attendance  
To understand the extent to which school staff attended Tier 1 trainings (the training most school 
staff were expected to attend), the study team relied on CRJ attendance data compiled and 
organized by the district from the 2017-2018 school year to the 2019-2020 school year. CRJ expected 
that all student-facing staff (e.g., administrators, teaching staff and guidance or support staff) would 
attend a Tier 1 training and any newly hired teachers in the middle of CF implementation were 
expected to attend a Tier 1 training. However, some schools focused CF training on particular grades: 
Some K-8 schools aimed to have middle school teachers trained first, whereas some high schools 
had teachers serving predominantly grades 9 and 10 students trained first. 

Tier 1 observation  
In spring 2019, two members of the study team observed one two-day Tier 1 training with 
sixteen school members across the intervention schools. Study team staff were trained to use 
the study-specific observation rubric, which used CRJ’s training agenda as the basis for the 
rubric. Observers noted whether the professional development followed the agenda by 
marking whether those activities occurred as planned (yes/no), the level of engagement of 
attendees using a closed-ended scale,2 and whether the training met its key goals (yes/no). 
Observers also took open-ended notes throughout the training to note participants’ body 
language, types of interactions between the trainer and staff and among staff, and signs of 

 
2 At the end of Day 1 and Day 2, observers answered the question, ‘To what extent did the session actively engage 
participants?’ with one of the following response options: Twenty percent of participants or less were actively engaged most of 
the day, 40% of participants were actively engaged, 60% were actively engaged, 80% t were actively engaged, and 100%were 
actively engaged. 
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engagement (e.g., participants making eye contact with trainers) or disengagement (e.g., staff 
on their phones). After each day, the observers independently completed the rubric and found 
high levels of agreement.  

Year 1 implementation survey 
At the end of the first year of implementation (spring 2019), the study team administered a survey 
to all school staff who directly support student learning in the intervention schools. The survey 
included constructs related to fidelity of circle setup, following of circle norms, frequency of circle 
use, frequency of perceived challenges during circles, perceived implementation challenges, 
perceived buy-in of stakeholders and perceived changes in school climate. The study team created 
survey items by reviewing CF materials (e.g., professional development presentations and the CF 
logic model) and also modified survey items from prior studies of restorative practices use in 
schools (Augustine et al., 2018; Guckenberg, Hurley, Persson, Fronius & Petrosino, 2016, Jain et al., 
2014). Overall, 34% of staff (n = 364) across the thirteen schools completed the survey, the majority 
of whom were teachers (77%). Due to COVID-19-related school closures, the study team was 
unable to collect a second round of data collection planned for 2020.  

Interviews and focus groups  
At the end of the first year of implementation (spring 2019), the study team conducted site 
visits to the sample of eight intervention schools. The team conducted in-person interviews 
with members of the RLT and student and teacher focus groups to collect in-depth qualitative 
data about how the CF model was implemented and how it may have varied across schools.  

The study team interviewed 46 of 48 RLT members (95%) and conducted one teacher and one 
student focus group at each school. In total, 50 teachers and 49 students participated in focus 
groups across the eight site visit schools. 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the study team was unable to conduct site visits at the end of 
the second year of implementation (i.e. spring 2020). Instead, the study team conducted virtual 
interviews with staff at the eight site visit schools during spring 2021 and asked interviewees to 
reflect on how their school implemented the CF model during the 2019-2020 school year. The 
study team invited RLT members and school administrators to participate in interviews if they 
had been at the school during the 2019-2020 school year. Following district research policy to 
limit research activities due to COVID-19, the study team did not invite students and teachers to 
participate in focus groups. In total, 28 of 41 (68%) RLT members and nine of ten (90%) 
administrators participated in interviews about their second year of CF implementation.3 

 
3 RLT members at each school participated in interviews. At two schools, both a principal and assistant principal were invited to 
and completed administrator interviews. One school did not have an administrator complete an interview. 
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School climate survey  
School climate outcomes data were to be measured utilizing the school climate survey that our 
partner district administers to students and teachers each spring. Unfortunately, during spring 
2019, the end of the first year of implementation, there were very low response rates and 
extensive missing data in the surveys. The lack of and incompleteness of the data meant we 
could not analyze for impacts on school climate. The school climate survey was not given during 
spring 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Student level administrative data 
For each student level outcome domain, we included one primary outcome measure 
supplemented by several secondary outcome measures. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic we 
were unable to examine academic achievement at the end of the second year of 
implementation (the state our partner district is located in did not give statewide mathematics 
and English language arts assessments). For a list of all outcomes used in analyses, see Exhibit 6. 

Exhibit 6. Primary and Secondary Outcomes 

 
Outcome Domain 

Primary Outcome 
Measure Secondary Outcome Measures 

Student Level Attendance Total Number of Days 
Absent in School Year 

• Total Number of Unexcused Absences in a 
School Year 

• Chronic Absenteeism 
• Truancy 
• Percent of Unexcused Absences 

 Suspensions Total Number of Days 
Missed Due to 
Suspensions 

• Total Number of In-School Suspension 
Incidents 

• Total Number of Days Missed due to In-
School Suspensions 

• Total Number of Out-of-School Suspension 
Incidents 

• Total Number of Days Missed due to Out-
of-School Suspensions 

 Achievement MCAS ELA  

    MCAS Math  

School Level Suspensions Overall Suspension 
Rate 

• Difference in Suspension Rates for Black 
Students Compared to Other Students 

• Difference in Suspension Rates for 
Students With an IEP Compared to 
Students Without an IEP 
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Attendance 

Our primary outcome was the total number of days absent in the school year. Secondary 
outcomes included total number of unexcused absences, an indicator of chronic absenteeism 
(whether students missed 10% or more of the school year), an indicator of truancy (whether 
students had 9 or more unexcused absences), and the percentage of all absences that were 
unexcused. 

Suspensions 

Our primary outcome was the total number of days missed due to all suspensions (i.e., both in-
school and out-of-school suspensions). Secondary outcomes included total number of in-school 
suspension incidents, number of days missed due to in-school suspensions, total number of 
out-of-school suspensions, and number of days missed due to out-of-school suspensions.  

School Suspension Rate Disparities 

Our primary outcomes were the difference in suspension rates between Black students and all 
other students and the difference in suspension rates between students with an individualized 
education plan (IEP) and students without. 

Student Achievement 

We examined student achievement in both English language arts (ELA) and math using the 
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS), administered in the spring of the 
2018–2019 school year. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the MCAS was not administered in the 
2019–2020 school year. Students’ raw scores were standardized across grade level to create a 
standardized score for each test subject. Because the MCAS is not administered to students in 
all grades in high school, these data were restricted to students in Grades 6–8. 

Covariates 

We used a standard set of covariates in all analyses. Demographic variables used as covariates 
included race/ethnicity (Hispanic [reference], Black, non-Hispanic White, Asian/multiracial/other), 
gender (male = 0, female = 1), whether students had an individualized education program in place 
(no = 0, yes = 1), whether students were considered economically disadvantaged (no = 0, yes = 1), 
whether students were English language learners (no = 0, yes = 1), and school type (0 = middle 
school, 1 = high school). For race/ethnicity, Asian and multiracial/other categories were 
collapsed due to small cell sizes. For school-level analyses, we included school-level 
percentages of all demographic variables as covariates. 
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Data analysis 
Data were analyzed to answer all implementation evaluation and impact evaluation research 
questions. The remainder of this section provides additional detail on all data analysis. 

Implementation evaluation data analysis 
To understand the fidelity of the Tier 1 trainings, the study team examined the attendance of 
intervention schools at those trainings and analyzed the observation data from them. For the 
attendance records, the study team calculated the percentage of school staff who attended a 
Tier 1 training from spring 2018 through 2019-2020 with the denominator comprising all staff4 
who worked in the intervention schools at some point during implementation5 (2018-2019 
through 2019-2020). For the observation data, the study team descriptively analyzed the 
observation rubric data by reporting counts and reviewed the open-ended notes to identify 
common themes.  

To analyze the implementation survey data, the study team created Rasch scale scores 
(Andrich, 1978; Rasch, 1980; Wright & Masters, 1982; Wright & Stone, 1979) using Winsteps, a 
Rasch analysis software program (Linacre, 2015). The study team reviewed the psychometric 
output for item fit and internal consistency (see the Appendix for further psychometric 
information and for the crosswalk of individual survey items to scaled constructs). The study 
team converted the scale scores back into their original metric (i.e. the Likert scale), allowing 
for more meaningful interpretation of the scores. The study team conducted descriptive 
analyses on the converted scale scores as well as on individual survey items.  

To analyze the qualitative interview and focus group data, analysts coded transcripts using a set 
of a priori codes based on protocols that correspond to core components of the CF model and to 
the research questions. To ensure reliability across coders, members of the study team each 
coded one transcript of each type of protocol in common and subsequently met to compare 
coding and mediate any areas of disagreement. The team also created additional codes after 
reviewing transcripts to identify emergent themes in the data. We employed a cross-case design 
and pattern-matching technique to identify patterns of practice (Yin, 2009). Our findings show 
themes present in more than one school community group (e.g., RLT members, school 
administrators, teacher focus groups and student focus groups) and across four or more schools. 
Also, the study team discovered a few themes that the study team linked only to RLT members. In 
these cases, the study team reported findings that arose across four or more schools and 

 
4 District roster data classified staff into the following categories: teacher, administrator, support and unknown.  
5 Because the CF model aimed to have all staff trained by the end of the intervention, we did not analyze attendance rates by 
school year.  
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represented the sentiments of at least two RLT members at each school. Lastly, the study team 
reported teacher and student focus group findings that arose across four or more schools.  

Impact evaluation data analysis 
To examine student-level outcomes, we fit a series of linear regressions. We regressed each 
outcome variable onto the indicator of intervention status (0 = control, 1 = intervention), the 
appropriate outcome variable measured at baseline (the 2017–2018 school year), and baseline 
demographic variables. We estimated cluster robust standard errors.  

We also conducted separate analyses to examine whether the intervention impact varied for 
students who were in middle or high school. Each model described above was subsequently fit 
using two models: (1) a subset of students who were in middle school, and (2) a subset of 
students who were in high school. 

To examine school-level outcomes, we conducted a difference-in-differences analysis. We 
regressed each outcome variable onto our indicator of intervention status (0 = control, 1 = 
intervention), school year indicator (pre = 0, post = 1), an interaction between the intervention 
and school year indicators (intervention indicator X school year indicator), and school 
demographic covariates. We estimated robust standard errors. 

Findings 
 

Overall, we found that CF was generally implemented as intended. We found positive impacts 
on attendance during the second year of implementation but no impact on exclusionary 
discipline use, disparities in exclusionary discipline use, or academic achievement. In the 
remainder of this section, we provide additional detail on our findings, first for the 
implementation evaluation, and then for the impact evaluation. 

Implementation evaluation findings 
Circle Forward was, for the most part, implemented as intended, though there was 
disagreement about the extent to which CF aligned with school policies. Staff and students felt 
positively about the implementation of CF and its effects on relationships and school climate, 
but noted a few challenges including time constraints and student participation and behavior. 
In the following sections, we provide additional details about each of the findings.  
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To what extent is CF implemented as intended, and how does implementation vary 
across schools?   
To understand if the CF Tier 1 training was implemented as intended and the extent to which 
school staff attended Tier 1 trainings the study team used observation data, attendance 
records, qualitative data (interviews and focus groups) and survey data. The study team also 
used qualitative and survey data to examine implementation in schools, including the extent to 
which staff engaged in circles, the types of circles that they engaged in and whether school staff 
followed circle rituals and norms. 

The two research team observers found that the CRJ trainers followed the agenda as intended 
during the observed Tier 1 training. The observers agreed that the observed Tier 1 training met 
all of its goals: Participants (a) understood the key values, concepts, and practices of a whole 
school approach to restorative practices; (b) experienced the circle process and (c) developed 
skills to plan and facilitate talking circles. During Day 1, CRJ trainers covered all eight key topics6 
and completed all seventeen planned activities (including the whole group discussing the values 
that guide participants as educators, as well as watching a Tier 1 community-building circle 
video). During Day 2, trainers covered eight of nine topics7 and thirteen of fourteen activities 
(such as small group work using the circle planning sheet, and participants going in a circle and 
sharing how they will incorporate CF). Across activities, participants were highly engaged with 
100% of participants engaged for most of Day 1, and 80% of participants engaged in Day 2. 
Observers said participants exhibited behavior that indicated active listening and interest, such 
as looking at the CRJ trainer, sharing thoughtful answers (rather than one-word responses), and 
nodding or snapping in agreement. The CRJ trainers exhibited strong facilitation skills by 
answering participant questions, repeating the responses of other participants, and during 
small group activities (e.g., pair-shares), they joined groups to listen to their discussions. In 
interviews and focus groups, RLT members, teachers and students similarly reported that CF 
professional development helped them understand the background, key concepts and 
importance of restorative justice.  

Although all staff who directly interact with students (e.g., teachers, paraprofessionals, 
counselors, administrators) were expected to attend the two-day Tier 1 training, attendance 
rates varied by school and were generally low based on CRJ records. By spring 2020, the 
percentage of school staff trained ranged from 11% to 73%, with only four of thirteen schools 
having a staff attendance rate of at least 50%. To understand why staff may not have attended 

 
6 The eight topics covered on Day 1: (1) welcome, (2) introduction to participants, (3) values, (4) agreements, (5) restorative 
justice, (6) self-care and balance, (7) restorative discipline and restorative questions and (8) closing.  
7 The nine topics to be covered on Day 2 were (1) welcome, (2) reflections on yesterday’s session, (3) seven core assumptions, 
(4) share a personal item, (5) setup of circles, (6) circle practice and reflection, (7) circle planning, (8) circle problem solving and 
(9) check out and closing. In the observed professional development, CRJ trainers skipped topic 4.  
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professional development, the study team also examined survey and interview data. In the 
survey, the study team asked respondents to self-report their professional development 
attendance and included an item regarding why a respondent had not attended any CF training 
(including Tier 1 circle training). The Tier 1 circle attendance rate was high among survey 
respondents, with 77% (n = 281) reporting that they had attended the Tier 1 training. Sixteen 
percent (n = 60) had never attended any professional development. The most common reasons 
respondents gave for not attending included being unaware of professional development 
offerings and seeing no offerings that fit their schedules. Also, some teacher focus group 
participants felt like they heard about offerings at the last minute and did not have enough 
time to plan to attend the trainings. Looking closer at the schools with the lowest attendance 
rates, the study team found one school already had trained most staff in restorative justice 
practices, though not using the CF program, prior to the study period and another school was 
onboarding several new staff at the time of professional development. 

When examining implementation of CF at schools, the study team found that the majority of 
survey respondents reported that they had either led or participated in circles (91%; n = 332). 
Of those who had led circles, most survey respondents (94%; n = 188) reported that they had 
attended the Tier 1 training. In addition, when examining the percentage of respondents who 
reported leading circles by school, the study team found that the school with the lowest 
percentage of survey respondents (40%; n = 25) leading circles also had the lowest staff 
attendance (11%) at Tier 1 trainings according to district attendance records. Of the survey 
respondents who had never led or participated in circles (nine percent; n = 32), the most 
common reason selected8 was that they had no opportunities to participate in circles. 

In the survey, interview and focus group data, the most frequently implemented circles 
reported in Year 1 were advisory circles with students (for relationship building), pedagogy 
circles (as an instructional tool), problem-solving circles with students (to address minor 
behavioral issues), and classroom norm circles (to set norms and address any violations). RLT 
members and teachers alike reported implementing advisory circles with students and 
pedagogy circles, but teachers reported implementing problem-solving circles less often with 
students. In Year 2, RLT members frequently mentioned implementing advisory circles with 
students, and RLT members and school administrators frequently mentioned advisory circles 
with staff. 

Survey respondents who had experience with circles responded to two fidelity constructs to 
examine the extent to which core circle components were implemented. The first construct, 
fidelity of circle setup, measured whether the expected circle rituals were happening (e.g., 

 
8 Other options that survey respondents could have selected were ‘time constraints,’ ‘I don’t believe circles can work,’ ‘I have 
not received any or enough training’ and ‘Other.’ Respondents could select more than one reason. 
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using the centerpiece, talking piece). The second construct, following of circle norms, measured 
whether respondents perceived that circle participants were behaving as expected (e.g., 
participants wait to speak until they are holding the talking piece). Most respondents reported 
a high level of fidelity of circle setup and following of circle norms; 87% (n = 283) and 74% of 
responses fell in the most of the time or always categories, respectively (n = 242) (see Exhibit 7). 
Schools with high fidelity in circle setup tended to have a similarly high fidelity in following 
circle norms. 

Exhibit 7. Distribution of responses for the scaled constructs: Fidelity of circle setup and 
following of circle norms 

 Fidelity of circle setup Following of circle norms 

Always 57% 29% 

Most of the time 30% 45% 

Sometimes 11% 24% 

Rarely/never 2% 2% 

Note. Surveyed staff (n = 326) 

What facilitators and challenges to program implementation arose? How did schools 
resolve challenges? 
Interview and focus group participants noted that lack of time for circle implementation, 
student participation, and administrators’ and teachers’ hesitance to implement circles were 
barriers to circle implementation. Stakeholders at each school also described their unique 
approaches to addressing these challenges. 

Logistically, finding time for circles was a common barrier to implementation. Forty-nine 
percent (n = 157) of survey respondents who led or participated in circles reported that ‘time 
constraints’ were a major or moderate problem. During Year 1 and Year 2 interviews, RLT 
members also said they did not have enough time to complete the circle process in their 
classes. Interview participants explained that circles invite each student to share their thoughts 
with the rest of the group. However, this became a lengthy process when circles were used 
with the entire class. Furthermore, a few RLT members noted that circles used time that was 
needed for other school priorities, such as school climate team meetings, the Comprehensive 
Behavioral Health Model and their academic course requirements. One RLT member said: 

I couldn’t do circle as often as I would like as well because I had content that I had to 
teach too. If I have 45 minutes to an hour, it’s time-consuming and I couldn’t spend a lot 
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of time on it if I were to get my curriculum taught … Therefore, I might have aimed to do 
a circle with every class once a month. How effective that is I don’t know. 

In another set of survey items focused on the use of circles and time (see Exhibit 8), a sizable 
minority (38%; n = 121) of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they ‘felt more stressed 
as a result of time needed for circles.’ A large and consistent majority of survey respondents, 
however, reported that they agreed or strongly agreed that circles with students were a good 
use of time (90%; n = 302), and in four schools 100% of responding staff agreed or strongly 
agreed with this statement. Overall, a sizable majority of respondents also agreed or strongly 
agreed that circles with staff were a good use of time (79%; n = 267). There was greater 
variation among schools to this item, however; the school with the lowest percentage of 
respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing was 53%, and one school had 100% of staff agreeing. 
Survey respondents also reported on average, spending less than two hours per week planning 
(81%; n = 166) or participating (73%; n = 236) in circles (see Exhibit 9).  

Exhibit 8. Utility of time spent conducting circles 

 
Note. Surveyed staff (n = 322–338). 
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Exhibit 9. Time spent planning or participating in circles 

 Time spent planning 
for circles 

Time spent leading or 
participating in circles 

Less than 2 hours per week 81% 73% 

2-4 hours per week 6% 10% 

More than 5 hours per week 1% 2% 

None 12% 15% 

Note. The left column (n = 206) only includes respondents who led circles, and the right column (n = 322) includes 
respondents who led or participated in circles 

Year 1 RLT members, teachers and students also reported student behavior sometimes posed a 
challenge to circle implementation. In Year 1 interviews and focus groups, RLT members, 
teachers, and students described instances where students became ‘off-task’ or did not take 
circles seriously. However, respondents said these disruptions were isolated incidents and did 
not pose a widespread challenge to circle implementation. Furthermore, RLT members said 
they addressed misbehavior by using ‘trial and error’ with different strategies of presenting 
circles to students and worked to increase student buy-in for circles. One RLT member 
described how they worked through student misbehavior: 

Not forcing any participation, letting people join and leave the circle when they want. I 
think also having students who struggle with behavioral issues sit near the circle leader, 
have them be the keeper, give them jobs and things like that. 

Year 1 RLT members, teachers and students also noted difficulties with the same students 
participating and needing to engage students who were shyer than their peers. Student focus 
group participants said ‘it’s the same kids talking’ or ‘sometimes it’s kind of hard because some 
people keep on talking.’ Similarly, one RLT member said they struggled to find a balance with 
students who would talk for ‘five, six, seven minutes’ and others who would not participate. 
One student focus group member described this barrier:  

They want to participate, but when they do, they say two or three words. They don’t 
really expand on what they’re saying, and you want to get a good understanding about 
what they’re going to say and how they feel about the certain topic ... They usually speak 
really low. Then when you tell them to say it again, they’re, like, ‘Oh, no, never mind.’ 

RLT members and teachers addressed this challenge by using alternative methods to get more 
students to participate. For example, one RLT member used a ball of yarn as the talking piece 
and had students create a ‘web’ of yarn by throwing the yarn to the next speaker. The RLT 
member said this method was ‘more engaging’ and indicated that students were eager to get 
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the yarn talking piece. One teacher also described using different question prompts that 
encouraged better student discussion.  

In the survey, staff were asked a series of questions about possible challenges (e.g., none of the 
students share, student misbehavior derails the circle) they may have experienced when 
conducting circles with students. The survey results showed that the majority of respondents 
perceived that issues with student circles occurred sometimes or rarely/never (see Exhibit 10).  

Exhibit 10. Distribution of responses for the scaled construct: Frequency of perceived 
challenges when leading circles with students 

 Frequency of perceived 
challenges during circle 

Always 0% 

Most of the time 2% 

Sometimes 56% 

Rarely/never 42% 

Note. Surveyed staff (n = 201). Only staff who led circles with students responded to the set of items. 

Finally, school community members described how a handful of staff expressed hesitance in 
using circles. In the survey, 20% (n = 64) of respondents viewed buy-in from administrators as a 
major or moderate problem, and 40% (n = 123) of respondents felt that buy-in from other staff 
was a problem (see Exhibit 11). 

Exhibit 11. Extent to which buy-in from staff and administrators was perceived as a problem 

 
Note. Surveyed staff (n = 306–317). 

6%
11%14%

29%

18%

31%

62%

29%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Lack of buy-in that CF can work from administrators Lack of buy-in that CF can work from other staff
members

Issue was a major problem Issue was a moderate problem Issue was a minor problem Issue did not arise
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During Year 1 interviews, RLT members reported that a small number of administrators and 
teachers were reluctant to adopt circles. Schools with a perceived lack of buy-in experienced 
some initial resistance to restorative justice or some or no exposure to it before the study 
period began. RLT members said they perceived a lack of buy-in from school administrators 
when they did not communicate their support of circles to the wider school community or 
create dedicated time in the school schedule for circle implementation or professional 
development. Also, RLT members said some teachers expressed reluctance toward circles 
because they ‘were stuck in their thinking’ about what restorative justice meant and thought of 
it as just one of many initiatives brought to the school. RLT members said this hesitancy arose 
mainly when circles were first introduced to the school, and that the school community 
subsequently was able to move past these challenges.  

In Year 2 interviews, though, RLT members and school administrators still described barriers 
related to consistent buy-in with a handful of teachers. Some RLT members and administrators 
said these teachers hesitated to fully adopt circles due to the ‘personalities of the teachers and 
their philosophies.’ Another RLT member acknowledged that ‘you can’t get 100% buy-in. It’s 
just not something that you’re going get in the education field.’ A few RLT members also said 
some of the teachers who fully bought in were new to the school and may not have received 
training on restorative practices. One RLT member described their thoughts on school buy-in: 

I think circles are effective for any classroom, but as a school it has to be a whole-school 
buy-in. If I’m in first grade, I know I’m [going to] have a circle, and when I’m in eighth 
grade I know that I’m still [going to] have that same kind of circle. It’s really difficult 
when the whole entire school is not buying in or [says] “I don’t have time.” 

RLT members mentioned several strategies that they used to increase schoolwide support for 
the CF model. They described the importance of providing school staff with resources and 
training in restorative practices so that they understand the key principles of circles. Also, RLT 
members said they offered concrete examples of different types of circles so that teachers 
could integrate the CF model more easily into their classrooms. RLT members also said they 
received support from teachers and school administrators, such as helping implement circles 
with students, addressing challenges together and exhibiting an openness to making circles a 
priority. Finally, some RLT members worked with school administrators to dedicate space in the 
school schedule to implement circles. One RLT member noted the importance of school leader 
support in creating time for circles: 

I think that [school administrators] created space in the schedule once a week for us to 
do circles. That was a huge, huge piece of being able to ground practices. That was really 
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monumental … We weren’t just talking about restorative justice. We were actually 
creating space in the weekly schedule for kids to participate. 

In what ways does implementing the CF model lead to changes in practice for all those 
trained? 
In Year 1 and Year 2 interviews, RLT members described improved relationships among staff 
and between staff and students. Interviewees said they developed closer relationships with and 
more holistic views of their colleagues and students. Year 1 teacher focus group participants 
also described improved relationships with their students. Also, RLT members in Year 1 and 
Year 2, as well as Year 2 school administrators, reported having a more reflective or empathetic 
mindset after participating in circles. Interview participants said circles helped them understand 
what others were going through and allowed them to approach relationship building and 
conflict resolution from a different perspective. One RLT member shared their experience: 

It's helped me really think through the way I show up for children every single day. We're 
human, and there are moments where I don't show up perfectly … Being in any circle 
with staff, I've learned some things that I didn't know before, which makes me have a 
little more empathy for my coworkers. Also, this year in general, through everything I've 
learned, particularly through the [restorative justice] leadership team, I approach people 
with a little more grace and a little more humility and understanding. There's always a 
story that I don't know. 

In the survey, staff were asked a series of questions about the extent to which CF had 
succeeded in changing their practice and improving aspects of school climate (e.g., gaining skills 
in alternative responses to student behavior, improving relationships among staff members, 
improving relationships between staff and students). Echoing the interview responses, survey 
respondents said they believed CF led to improvements in school climate as it pertained to staff 
and student behavior and relationships. Fifty-five percent (n = 166) of surveyed staff felt that CF 
improved these measures to a moderate or great extent (see Exhibit 12). 

Exhibit 12. Distribution of responses for the scaled construct: Perceived improvement in 
school climate 

 Perceived improvement in 
school climate 

Great extent 11% 

Moderate extent 44% 

Small extent 32% 

Not at all 12% 

Note. Surveyed staff (n = 299) 
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In reflecting on changes in students, 61% (n = 151) of survey respondents perceived that CF was 
successful to a moderate or great extent in increasing student voice. Similarly, Year 1 RLT 
members and teachers said students developed better relationships with their classmates, and 
their use of circles increased student voice (or students’ comfort sharing their thoughts with 
others). RLT members and teachers said circles helped the class become like a ‘community’ or 
‘family’ because students got to know each other on a deeper level. Also, RLT members and 
teachers said circles helped students become more comfortable expressing their opinions, 
experiences, and areas where they need support. One RLT member said that ‘many times 
adults are letting them down because they’re not listening to them. Just giving them an 
opportunity to actually share … Their parents may not be listening. Their parents may be too 
busy. I think it’s just a great opportunity for everybody to actually speak.’ Year 2 RLT members 
also reported an increase in student voice during their interviews. One Year 2 RLT member said: 

At the beginning, [students] could be very timid or shy or insecure or scared. By having 
these circles and keep practicing it, it’s like, “If there’s an issue, how do people go about 
resolving it and hearing other people’s perspectives?” It’s made them feel more 
comfortable and also being receptive. You know what I mean? Being able to say, “Wow. 
Now I get it.” It makes them feel more comfortable, and it’s relationship building. 

During Year 1 focus groups, students also reported seeing such changes in themselves and their 
peers. Student focus group participants said circles helped them feel comfortable talking in 
front of groups of people and ‘be more open with their feelings.’ Students said they could have 
‘deep conversations’ with their peers and learn about their background experiences, mental 
health, or whether they were going through challenging times. One student focus group 
member described the impact of circles: 

Circle has helped me be more open with myself, and with other students. When I first 
came to this school, I was a bit more reserved, and I didn’t really talk to other students 
that weren’t in my close circle. Now, because of circles, I’ve come out more, and I’ve 
been talking to kids in other grades more, as well as other kids in my class. 

How is CF integrated into and coordinated with preexisting programs and aligned to 
school policies and practices to become routine use?  
To understand how participants integrated circle implementation into their existing school 
routines, the study team used RLT interviews and interviews with school administrators to 
understand the roles of the CRJ coach and RLT team members as well as the extent to which 
circles were perceived as aligning to school policies and practices. The study team also used 
survey data and teacher focus group data to understand the extent to which perceptions were 
aligned across school community members. 

This resource was prepared by the author(s) using Federal funds provided by the U.S.  
Department of Justice. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) and do not 

necessarily reflect the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



 

27 | AIR.ORG   BPS NIJ Final Report 

During the 2018-2019 school year, a CRJ coach was assigned to each school implementing the 
CF model. Year 1 RLT members said they held biweekly team meetings, and the CRJ coach 
always or almost always attended them. RLT members said the CRJ coach helped plan their 
team meetings and professional development, acted as a resource to other staff, and helped 
lead circles and professional development. As with the interview findings, survey respondents 
who had met with the CRJ coach said the CRJ coach most frequently led professional 
development workshops (65%; n = 175) and helped plan circles with staff (59%; n = 159). 

As for the RLT work, team members said they planned professional development, acted as a 
resource to school staff, and implemented circles. Overall, RLT members said the CRJ coach 
helped move circle implementation forward and keep their team on track. One Year 1 RLT 
member said,  

We would not exist without [the CRJ coach]. [The coach] teaches the team. [They] did so 
much of the planning, planning the meetings, helping to plan for PD sessions. Often 
what would happen is we would come up with a general idea of what we wanted to see 
happen for PD, and then because everyone else in the building has their own other full-
time job, [they] would flesh stuff out. [The coach] did a lot of legwork type stuff, but also 
just educated us about things. 

During the first half of the 2019-2020 school year, CRJ coaches then worked with RLT members 
to build their capacity and gradually transition responsibilities to the RLT. When asked how 
their CRJ coach supported the RLT during that school year, RLT members said the coach acted 
mainly as a resource to school staff. CRJ coaches passed on their CF work in schools in 
December 2019, expecting RLT members to take full responsibility for implementing and 
planning the CF model for the rest of the 2019-2020 school year. RLT members said they 
supported circle implementation during that school year by acting as a resource to school staff 
and actively implementing circles. 

Because the pandemic delayed data collection from spring 2020 to spring 2021, the study team 
asked Year 2 RLT and school administrator interview participants about the use of circles after 
CRJ coaches had ended their support of CF at schools. In Year 2 interviews, RLT members said 
they felt moderately prepared to implement CF after their CRJ coach had left their school. 
However, RLT members perceived that CF implementation decreased due to the transition to 
remote learning and a lack of training for new staff. RLT members said ‘so many things were 
changing’ during the pandemic, and that circles had to take a ‘back seat’ to other priorities. 
Some RLT members also described significant turnover of school staff who had led CF 
implementation at their school. One RLT member said their professional development meetings 
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essentially came to a halt during the pandemic, so they were unable to plan CF implementation. 
One RLT member described some challenges: 

We have advisory, which is basically [restorative justice] time. I think there’s new staff 
that really have never seen each other, who have never done Tier 1 training. It’s hard for 
them to say, “Hey, I’m just [going to] start doing circles, and I’ve never done this before.” 
I think it’s changed a little bit for sure in this aspect. I think anybody who’s done the 
circles before, I think they’re doing a pretty solid job. 

Also, some RLT members described challenges with implementing circles over Zoom, including 
difficulty leading circles without a physical talking piece and engaging students who were burnt 
out from hours of screen time. Despite these challenges, other RLT members reported 
continued CF implementation and discussion of relevant topics during circles (e.g., COVID-19, 
grief, race, social justice). These RLT members felt students and school staff built stronger 
relationships during a particularly difficult time. For example, one RLT member described circles 
on COVID-19, self-care and processing one’s feelings. Another RLT member said: 

We were running circles on Zoom throughout COVID, and it actually was one of the most 
unifying pieces of our remote learning because you would all come together as a group 
to talk and say how things are going, and that type of thing. 

Overall, members of Years 1 and 2 RLTs and Year 2 school administrators said consistently that 
circles aligned with their district or school’s policies regarding discipline and school climate. 
Interview participants said their school’s focus on equity and goal of reducing the school-to-
prison pipeline were examples of how their school’s policies were aligned closely with circles. In 
addition, interviewees mentioned their school’s commitment to reducing the number of 
suspensions. One RLT member said:  

[The district] is looking to move away from suspensions and lower the number of 
suspensions for students who are missing class time. This new approach, Circle Forward, 
and restorative justice approaches in general have helped staff members find ways to 
not let students “off the hook” but find ways to help them build agency within the 
classroom, help them [avoid] removals from the classroom. 

However, this was not a consistent theme in either the Year 1 teacher focus groups or the 
survey results. Teacher focus group participants said their school did not have distinct policies 
regarding discipline and school climate. Thus, it was unclear how circles aligned to their school’s 
existing policies. In addition, 49% of survey respondents (n = 155) reported ‘It is unclear how CF 
fits into the school’s discipline policy’ as a major or moderate problem. Therefore, teachers may 
have a different perspective than RLT members and school administrators. Teachers may not 
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have participated in as much training or circle implementation as RLT members and school 
administrators and may not perceive a connection between the principles of restorative 
practices and their school’s policies. 

Impact evaluation findings 
The impact evaluation aimed to answer four primary research questions. First, we intended to 
examine whether students in schools implementing CF reported more positive school climate and 
feelings of safety than students in schools not implementing CF. However, due to low response 
rates and lack of administration due to the COVID-19 pandemic we were unable to use the school 
climate survey to construct these measures. Additionally, we set out to examine whether schools 
implementing CF saw improvements in attendance, reductions in the use of exclusionary 
discipline, reductions in disparities in exclusionary discipline use, and improvement in academic 
achievement during the 2018-2019 and 2019-2020 school years, but were unable to measure 
academic achievement during the 2019-2020 school year due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Overall, the impact evaluation found positive impacts on attendance during the second year of 
implementation, but no impact on exclusionary discipline use, disparities in exclusionary 
discipline use, or academic achievement. In the remainder of this section we describe our 
findings in more depth.  

Do schools implementing CF see improvements in attendance?    
We found fewer days absent and fewer unexcused days absent for students in schools 
implementing the CF intervention compared to students in control schools (Exhibit 13). We found 
no differences in attendance between students who attended a school implementing the CF 
intervention and those students who attended control schools in the 2018–2019 school year.  

Exhibit 13. Circle Forward Overall Impact on Middle and High School Students’ School-Day 
Attendance in the 2019–2020 School Year 

 Estimate SE p value 95% CI  

Number of Total Days Absent -1.61* 0.63 0.01 [-2.86, -0.37] -- 

Number of Unexcused Days Absent -1.62* 0.70 0.02 [-3.00, -0.25] -- 

Chronic Absenteeism -0.15 0.12 0.24 [-0.39, 0.10] OR = 0.86 

Truancy -0.29 0.16 0.07 [-0.61, 0.02] OR = 0.75 

Percent Unexcused Absences 0.02 0.03 0.63 [-0.05, 0.08] -- 

Note. We present unstandardized coefficients, cluster-robust standard errors, p values, and 95% confidence 
intervals. In our last column, we present odds ratios (OR) as appropriate for analyses with binary outcomes. 
Covariates included baseline attendance, race/ethnicity, gender, IEP status, economically disadvantaged status, 
English language learner status, and school type.  
 *p<.05 
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Do schools implementing CF experience reductions in use of suspensions?  
We found no differences in suspensions between students who attended a school 
implementing the CF intervention and those students who attended a control school in either 
the 2018–2019 or 2019–2020 school years (Exhibits 14 and 15). Subgroup analyses by grade 
range also found no statistically significant effects.  

Exhibit 14. Circle Forward Overall Impact on Middle and High School Students’ Suspensions in 
the 2018–2019 School Year 

 Estimate SE p value 95% CI 

Total Days Missed Due to Suspensions  0.05 0.06 0.41 [-0.07, 0.17] 

In-School Suspension Incidents -0.002 0.01 0.78 [-0.01, 0.01] 

Days Missed Due to In-School Suspensions -0.01 0.01 0.52 [-0.02, 0.01] 

Out-of-School Suspension Incidents 0.03 0.02 0.15 [-0.01, 0.08] 

Days Missed Due to Out-of-School 
Suspensions 

0.06 0.06 0.32 [-0.06, 0.17] 

Note. We present unstandardized coefficients, cluster-robust standard errors, p values, and 95% confidence 
intervals. Covariates included prior-year suspensions, race/ethnicity, gender, IEP status, economically 
disadvantaged status, English language learner status, and school type.  

Exhibit 15. Circle Forward Overall Impact on Middle and High School Students’ Suspensions in 
the 2019–2020 School Year 

 Estimate SE p value 95% CI 

Total Days Missed Due to Suspensions 0.001 0.03 0.96 [-0.06, 0.06] 

In-School Suspension Incidents -0.01 0.003 0.13 [-0.01, 0.00] 

Days Missed Due to In-School Suspensions -0.004 0.01 0.38 [-0.01, 0.01] 

Out-of-School Suspension Incidents 0.01 0.01 0.42 [-0.02, 0.04] 

Days Missed Due to Out-of-School 
Suspensions 

0.01 0.03 0.82 [-0.05, 0.07] 

Note. We present unstandardized coefficients, cluster-robust standard errors, p values, and 95% confidence 
intervals. Covariates included baseline suspensions, race/ethnicity, gender, IEP status, economically disadvantaged 
status, English language learner status, and school type.  

Are there reductions in disparity in use of suspensions by race?  
We found no impact on disparities in school-level suspension rates by race or IEP status in 
either the 2018–2019 or 2019–2020 school years (Exhibits 16 and 17). Subgroup analyses by 
grade range also found no statistically significant effects.  
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Exhibit 16. Circle Forward Impact on School Suspension Rates in the 2018–2019 School Year  

 Estimate SE p value 95% CI 

Overall Suspension Rates -0.03 0.02 0.16 [-0.07, 0.01] 

Disparity in Suspension Rates for Black 
Students 

-0.03 0.03 0.27 [-0.08, 0.02] 

Disparity in Suspension Rates for Students 
with an IEP 

0.01 0.04 0.85 [-0.07, 0.08] 

Note. We present unstandardized coefficients, robust standard errors, p values, and 95% confidence intervals. 
Covariates included percentages of female students, students with an IEP, students identified as ELL, students 
identified as economically disadvantaged, Black students, Hispanic students, and White students. 

Exhibit 17. Circle Forward Impact on School Suspension Rates in the 2019–2020 School Year  

 Estimate SE p value 95% CI 

Overall Suspension Rates 0.00 0.02 0.96 [-0.04, 0.04] 

Disparity in Suspension Rates for Black 
Students 

0.01 0.03 0.62 [-0.04, 0.06] 

Disparity in Suspension Rates for Students 
with an IEP 

0.06 0.04 0.18 [-0.03, 0.13] 

Note. We present unstandardized coefficients, robust standard errors, p values, and 95% confidence intervals. 
Covariates included percentages of female students, students with an IEP, students identified as ELL, students 
identified as economically disadvantaged, Black students, Hispanic students, and White students. 

Do schools implementing CF see improvements in student academic achievement?   
We found no differences in assessment scores on ELA or mathematics between students who 
attended a school implementing the CF intervention and those students who attended a 
control school in the 2018–2019 school year (Exhibit 18). 

Exhibit 18. Circle Forward Impact on Middle School Students’ Standardized Assessment 
Scores in English Language Arts and Math 

 Estimate SE p value 95% CI 

MCAS ELA 0.03 0.04 0.47 [-0.05, 0.12] 

MCAS Math -0.58 0.34 0.09 [-1.25, 0.09] 

Note. We present unstandardized coefficients, cluster-robust standard errors, p values, and 95% confidence 
intervals. Covariates included prior-year standardized assessment scores, race/ethnicity, gender, IEP status, 
economically disadvantaged status, and English language learner status. ELA = English language arts. 
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Limitations  
This study provides important evidence on the implementation and impacts of a promising 
whole-school approach to restorative practices. Staff in schools implementing Circle Forward 
reported having a more reflective and empathetic mindset toward students after participating 
in circles. The large majority of staff also reported believing that Circle Forward led to 
improvements in school climate, particularly as it related to relationships between staff and 
students and among students. Students also reported that circles helped them feel more 
comfortable sharing their thoughts and feelings and connect better with their classmates. 
Compared to control schools, schools that implemented CF had higher rates of attendance after 
the second year of implementation. The study has a number of limitations, however, which we 
will explore further in the remainder of this section. 

Implementation evaluation limitations 
First, the study team had to scale back data collection activities because of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The team could not conduct the implementation survey of teachers and staff, or the 
teacher and student focus groups, at the end of Year 2. The study team therefore could not 
report on broad perceptions of implementation and effectiveness after two years of CF 
implementation (analyses it would have conducted on Year 2 survey responses). The study 
team also could not report more in depth on student and teacher perceptions of 
implementation and effectiveness after two years of CF implementation (analyses it would have 
conducted on Year 2 student and teacher focus groups). Because whole-school interventions 
like the CF model require time to permeate school culture, Year 2 survey and focus group data 
would have provided valuable information on successes and challenges and perceived impacts 
during the second year of implementation. 

Second, response rates to the implementation survey were low (34%) and do not represent the 
opinions of all teachers, administrators, and other support staff in intervention schools. 
Because the majority of respondents had attended the Tier 1 training, and our review of Tier 1 
attendance records found most schools had attendance rates below 50%, Tier 1–trained school 
staff were overrepresented in the survey sample. 

Third, although the study team was able to collect Year 2 RLT interview data, the response rate 
was lower than that of Year 1 RLT interviewees. The makeup of the RLT staff varied from Year 1 
to Year 2, but the study team also understood that the timing of the Year 2 interviews in spring 
2021 coincided with a particularly hectic period during the pandemic. In addition, the study 
team had to transition from in-person interviews to virtual ones, which were more difficult to 
schedule.  
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Last, the intervention took place in one large, urban district and therefore is not generalizable 
to every district. Because the study team had targeted schools that had received Title I funding 
and had a high percentage of children from low-income families, the findings may be useful for 
considering implementation in high-need schools and districts that typically have inadequate 
resources. 

Impact evaluation limitations  
First, because of the size of the research grant and the intensity of the intervention, the scope 
of the study was limited to 30 schools, which provided lower power to detect impacts than 
would be possible with a larger sample. The diversity of age ranges served means that analyses 
are combining changes in outcomes among high school students with those of middle school 
students on measures where students are starting in developmentally different places. This 
heterogeneity also reduces power. Further, two intervention schools closed during the first 
year of implementation. This attrition further reduces the study’s power. It is possible that, 
given a larger sample, we would have been able to detect impacts on exclusionary discipline or 
academics that were not statistically significant within our sample. Additionally, a larger sample 
size would have allowed for greater power for subgroup analyses, allowing us to better 
examine whether CF was more or less successful in impacting examined outcomes for particular 
subgroups of students (e.g., middle school students, high school students, Black students, and 
students with an IEP). 

Second, the closure of two intervention schools resulted in intervention and control groups that 
were more different on average than they had been at the onset of the study. Although we 
established baseline equivalence between intervention and control schools on all of our 
outcomes during the 2017–2018 school year, the closure of two intervention schools resulted 
in the remainder of intervention schools differing from control schools. No outcomes differed 
by more than .25 standard deviations, however, and thus we included baseline measures of all 
outcomes in models to statistically control for differences between the two groups of schools at 
baseline. This statistical correction allows our study to meet WWC standards with reservations, 
but we were not able to meet WWC standards without reservations—a designation reserved 
for the highest quality RCTs with low attrition and low differential attrition. This also means that 
we cannot rule out that differences between the two groups of schools resulted in some bias 
that affected our impact analyses.  

Third, response rates to BPS’s school climate survey were extremely low among our study 
schools during the 2018–2019 school year, and there was no school climate survey during the 
2019–2020 school year due to the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, we are not able to examine 
impacts on school climate and perceptions of school safety—an important and proximal 
outcome measure for a restorative practices intervention.  
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Lastly, we are only able to examine impacts over a short timeframe; one or two years 
depending on the outcome. Whole school interventions such as Circle Forward can take years 
to permeate the school culture enough to impact outcomes like disciplinary responses, or even 
more distal outcomes like student achievement. Additionally, although Circle Forward was 
generally implemented as intended, we did observe that a substantial minority of staff in most 
schools had not been trained in Tier 1 circles. It is possible that given more time, larger 
numbers of staff would have had the opportunity to be trained, and promising early 
perceptions of school culture shifts would have translated into observable impacts on the use 
of exclusionary discipline or student achievement. The COVID-19 pandemic further exacerbated 
this limitation because we were unable to measure impacts on student achievement at the end 
of the second year of implementation.  

Discussion and Implications 
Overall, the study team found implementation of Circle Forward generally was happening as 
intended in the intervention schools. The Tier 1 training occurred as planned and the circles 
that staff were implementing in schools fit the CF model both in terms of format and expected 
behavior. The one implementation area that was lower than expected were staff attendance 
rates at the Tier 1 training. Previous research has indicated that multi-tiered professional 
development is important for implementation of restorative practices, including initial Tier 1 
training that is school-wide and covers basic restorative principles to build knowledge and buy-
in (Garnett, Moore et al., 2020; Gregory et al., 2020; Mayworm et al., 2016). 

Each intervention school had a dedicated group of RLT members who implemented circles, 
planned professional development about circles, provided ongoing support for implementation, 
and helped encourage staff to use circles in their classrooms. With this support from RLT staff 
as well as knowledge gained from the Tier 1 training, staff at our study schools could create 
avenues for students to share their thoughts. Often, school staff implemented advisory circles 
with their students, which encouraged them to connect with others by voicing their opinions 
and discussing personal and nonacademic topics. Through this process, students also learned 
more about their peers and teachers and developed stronger relationships. In turn, these 
positive staff-student relationships and relationships between students helped build a positive, 
inclusive classroom climate. This finding is consistent with Garnett, Kervick and colleagues 
(2022), who described teacher and student perspectives in Tier 1 circle implementation and 
how it created space for student ownership and voice, as well as the clear connection to 
broader social-emotional learning. Further, others have indicated the importance of explicitly 
considering student participation and inclusion as a basic indicator of restorative practices 
implementation (Gregory et al., 2020). 
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When asked to reflect on whether circles aligned to their school and district policies, school 
administrators and RLT members perceived strong alignment between circles and policies. In 
interviews, these groups of respondents said their school’s focus on equity and reducing both 
the school-to-prison pipeline and the number of suspensions matched the goals and principles 
of the CF model. However, teacher focus group members and survey respondents did not 
perceive such alignment. These groups of respondents, who were less involved in CF 
implementation, said it was unclear how CF fit into their school’s policies. Because they may 
not have participated in as much training as school administrators and RLT members, teachers 
may not perceive a connection between CF and their school’s policies. Previous research has 
highlighted the importance of alignment between school-wide implementation of restorative 
practices and broader school and district-level policies (Gregory et al., 2020; Martinez et al., 
2022). Gregory and colleagues (2020) identify these as necessary restorative practices 
infrastructure for implementation. 

For system change efforts like school-wide restorative practices, constraints related to 
educators’ time are commonly noted (e.g., Martinez et al., 2022). In our findings, concerns 
around the lack of adequate time to devote to circles were a nuanced issue. Although some 
survey respondents said it was stressful finding time for circles, survey respondents also 
generally agreed it was a good use of time. In future implementations, schools may consider 
offering resources for circles of different lengths. Another idea that arose from our interviews: 
Have school administrators intentionally set aside time for circles so it does not fall to individual 
teachers to plan lessons around circles. Also, interview and focus group respondents said other 
school priorities, such as academic course requirements, prevented them from spending more 
time on circles. In their efforts to concentrate on academic achievement, school staff may 
sacrifice time spent on relationship-building through circles, although a recent literature review 
of restorative practice programs in schools found that restorative practices can improve staff 
perceptions of school climate (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020). 

Also, a subset of staff expressed reluctance to implement the CF model, though overall staff 
and administrator buy-in was strong. RLT members indicated that this reluctance occurred 
mainly when circles were first introduced to the school, and the school community was able to 
move past these challenges. Buy-in has been identified as a critical indicator of school-wide 
restorative practices implementation (Gregory et al., 2020). As part of this, schools should 
implement strategies for increasing buy-in across the school, including learning by doing, staff 
participation in adult circles, transparent norms related to power and hierarchy, and open 
discussion of whether values conflict with initiatives. In addition to these strategies to increase 
buy-in, Gregory and colleagues (2020) identify other characteristics of school-wide buy-in, 
including the blending and integration of restorative practices with other programs (e.g., social-
emotional learning, equity initiatives), distributed leadership across school groups (including 
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students, administrators, teachers and staff), a school team leading strategic decisions for 
Restorative practices, and clear processes are in place for staff to collaborate when applying 
restorative practices. Further, regardless of the approaches used, whole-school buy-in may take 
several years to reach full implementation and school-wide buy-in (González, 2014). At our site 
visit schools, RLT members echoed these findings from the literature and reported that full buy-
in from all staff was likely not possible. To increase buy-in, RLT members provided suggestions 
for the future such as having administrators attend trainings on restorative practices and 
offering resources and examples of circle implementation to teachers and staff.  

Last, the COVID-19 pandemic affected school staff members’ abilities to continue 
implementation of the CF model. Although RLT members felt moderately prepared to continue 
implementation after the CRJ coach left the school, they perceived that implementation of 
circles decreased. This was largely due to the transition to remote learning, staff turnover 
during the pandemic and a lack of CF training for new staff. Despite these challenges, some RLT 
members said they were able to continue CF implementation over Zoom and used circles to 
build community during a particularly difficult time. To assist staff, CRJ staff also created a 
virtual circle guide and provided additional materials for how to adapt in-person circles amid 
the pandemic. For example, CRJ created a ‘prioritizing safety’ handout that included tips on 
adapting the talking piece (e.g., tapping feet instead of having a communal talking piece) and 
example circles. 
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Appendix. Psychometrics of scaled constructs 
 

Construct Items Rasch reliability Cronbach’s alpha 

Fidelity of 
circle setup 

When leading or participating in circles, how often 
does the following occur? 
a. Participants gather in a circle. 
b. There is a centerpiece within the circle. 
c. The facilitator starts the circle with an opening 

(e.g., poem, quote, activity) 
d. A talking piece is used. 
e. The facilitator ends the circle with a closing (e.g., 

song, story) 

0.61 0.95 

Following of 
circle norms 

When leading or participating in circles, how often 
does the following occur? 
a. Everyone waits to speak until he or she is holding 

the talking piece. 
b. There is enough time for all participants to have 

an opportunity to share. 
c. Most participants share/are active members of 

the circle. 
d. Participants adhere to circle guidelines. 

0.77 0.96 

Frequency of 
perceived 
challenges 
during circle 

When leading circles with students, how often does 
the following occur? 
a. It takes too long for students to get in a circle. 
b. The circle process itself takes too long. 
c. None of the students share. 
d. Student misbehavior derails the circle. 
e. One or a few students do most of the sharing. 
f. Students make negative or inappropriate 

expressions. 
g. Content that is shared in confidence is later 

shared outside the circle. 
h. Language or developmental barriers present 

barriers to sharing. 

0.63 0.77 

Perceived 
changes in 
school 
climate 

To what extent has implementation of Circle Forward 
in your school been successful with the following 
items related to school climate? 
a. Improving relationships with other staff members 
b. Improving relationships with students 
c. Gaining skills in alternative responses to student 

behavior 
d. Creating a space to talk about issues of social 

justice, race, and equity 
e. Improving staff morale 
f. Improving classroom culture/climate 
g. Improving overall school culture/climate 

0.88 0.98 
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