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Feature 2: Safe, Inclusive School Climate
“After 2 weeks [of community-building circles at my new school], I realized it was the first time 
in my life I ever wanted to be at a school! Like ‘We got circle today, I gotta go!’ I wanted to be in 
class, do projects, interact, be one of the first students called on. I felt good being up here!”

—Student at Ralph Bunche Academy in the Oakland Unified School district23

What Students Need
Strong positive relationships between educators and students are necessary but not sufficient to ensure 
that students succeed in school. For students’ full learning potential to be unleashed, they need to be in 
an environment that is both physically and psychologically safe, calm, and consistent—a place where they 
can experience trust and belonging, so they can take risks and thrive.

Brain research helps explain why this matters so much. When we are in an environment that feels 
unpredictable or threatening, our brains are flooded with cortisol, which increases stress levels, 
reduces memory and focus, and impairs concentration. Moreover, this reaction is heightened if we’ve 
experienced toxic stress over time, which makes it even more difficult for our brains to focus on 
learning.24 External stresses are exacerbated when students experience bullying or harassment on 
campus, creating a fight-or-flight response and further undermining learning. Good schools do not wait 
for such incidents to occur; they work proactively to create environments where all students feel safe 
and included.

Because fear and anxiety undermine cognitive capacity and short-circuit the learning process, students 
learn best under conditions of low threat and high support. Learning is also supported when students 
can connect what happens in school to their cultural contexts and experiences, when their teachers are 
responsive to their strengths and needs, and when their environment is “identity safe,”25 reinforcing their 
value and belonging.26 Elements of school climate contributing to student motivation and achievement 
include strong interpersonal relationships and communication between staff and students, as well as a 
sense of cohesiveness and belongingness in the school community.27

Like all social groups, schools have a culture—a set of values and norms that shape the way people act. 
Cultural norms tell us who belongs and who does not, who is powerful and who is not, what kinds of 
behavior are valued and what is not acceptable. For schools to be places where everyone can learn, they 
must be places where everyone feels safe and included. A smaller, more personalized school community 
is helpful but not sufficient for students to experience a safe, inclusive climate, which also requires 
intentional community building and culture setting. As described under Feature 3: Culturally Responsive 
and Sustaining Teaching, proactive efforts are also needed to create an identity-safe environment through 
a culturally competent approach to teaching.

Creating such an environment can require transformations of traditional school practices. (See Table 1.)
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Table 1. Transforming School Practices to Create 
an Environment of Safety and Belonging

Transforming from a school environment in which … Toward a school environment in which …

Individual teacher discipline practices vary from class 
to class, communicating different expectations for 
relationships

Shared norms and values create consistency 
and positive experiences for students

The focus is on moving individual students through 
academic curriculum only

The focus is on community building 
as a foundation for shared social and 
academic work

Governance is by rules and punishments Communities are built on shared responsibility 
that is explicitly taught and nurtured

Exclusionary discipline pushes students out of class 
and school

Restorative practices enable amends and 
attach students more closely to the community

Tracking systems convey differential expectations 
of students by race, class, language background, 
or disability

Heterogeneous classrooms with strong 
community norms and supports convey 
common expectations

Source: Learning Policy Institute & Turnaround for Children (now Center for Whole-Child Education). (2021). Design 
principles for schools: Putting the science of learning and development into action.

Key Practices
Community Building
Many of us remember our first day of middle school or high school, and how intimidating it felt to walk 
into a big new school with so many unfamiliar faces. In addition to the structural changes described in the 
previous chapter, schools can combat this sense of anonymity by intentionally building community. While 
traditional assemblies and rallies can build a sense of common identity, they also can be alienating for 
students who do not feel they belong. Effective schools create spaces where students can get to know one 
another one-on-one and in small groups. Sometimes these are self-selected, such as student-led clubs, 
but it is also important to create regular opportunities for students to intentionally build community with 
classmates with whom they might not otherwise interact.

Creating Community. One technique used by many secondary schools—often in advisory settings as well 
as specific classes—is the community circle, or talking circle, where students arrange their chairs in a 
circle and each person speaks in turn, ensuring equality of voice. The main job of circle participants is to 
listen deeply to the speaker. Prompts can begin with “getting to know you” questions and, as the group 
builds trust, move to questions about values or life experiences. Circles can also be used for academic 
purposes, such as asking students to share how a text made them feel or their favorite method of solving 
a type of math problem. There are schools where all teachers are expected to use circles on a regular 
basis, and students themselves frequently lead them.

https://k12.designprinciples.org/
https://k12.designprinciples.org/
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Schools with advisory programs use that time for many approaches to creating a caring community. 
(See Feature 1: Positive developmental Relationships.) Community circles are often a core component 
of advisory, where there is dedicated time for community building, but they can be used in many 
parts of the school. For example, at Fremont High School in Oakland, CA, circles are regularly used in 
advisory, after-school programs, and academic classes, as well as on occasions following traumatic 
incidents or losses. The school has many newcomer immigrant students, so it also offers “language 
circles” that are facilitated by student leaders in Vietnamese, Mam (an indigenous Central American 
language), Arabic, and Spanish. One Mam-speaking student from Guatemala explained, “It has been 
hard for me to communicate with people who speak more English or Spanish, but I have done circles 
in Mam. It’s a place where I can just speak my language and relate with other people who speak the 
same language as me.”28

Developing Shared Values. In effective schools, expectations for student behavior are framed around 
shared values, which are rooted in the right of every student to feel safe and be included, rather than on 
long lists of rules and punishments. These values, which focus on respect and consideration for others, 
are developed and discussed in concert with students in individual subject matter classrooms as well 
as in settings where social-emotional skills are being developed. Students and staff work together to 
consider why these values matter and to develop norms around what the values look like in daily practice. 
This is especially important at the secondary level when adolescent students are thinking critically as 
they are developing their identities and sense of agency. If students are involved in developing classroom 
norms and everyone understands the “why” behind the norms, they seem less like bureaucratic rules and 
more like appropriate frameworks for keeping everyone safe. Students become advocates for the norms 
with one another. As the positive culture builds, everyone in the community “owns” the values and norms 
and incorporates them into regular speech and practice.

Some educators are hesitant to teach values or feel that their job is just to focus on academics. But it is 
impossible for all students to learn to their full potential if schools allow oppressive or harmful behaviors 
to flourish on campus. Students come from different family environments and are exposed to many 
different types of behavior through social media and other sources. If schools do not have active means to 
build a calm, inclusive, and consistent culture, hurtful behaviors, including bullying—within the school and 
through social media—can take hold.

Many schools reinforce common values and support social, emotional, and cognitive development with 
a set of explicit guidelines, sometimes called Habits of Mind and Heart. These guidelines describe 
the habits young people need to succeed in school and life, such as examining evidence, looking at 
an issue from multiple perspectives, using logical reasoning, making new connections, organizing and 
planning, managing emotions, listening to and respecting others, acting with integrity, and working for 
the common good. Although we may think of some of these habits as more cognitive and others as 
more social-emotional, research reveals that in our brains, these types of skills are interconnected—and 
all are correlated with academic success. developing and using schoolwide habits or mindsets helps 
integrate social, emotional, and cognitive development into all classes. Teachers can use the habits as 
a touchstone for mini-lessons or opportunities to build collective practices among students, which helps 
everyone to improve on these skills together.
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In Practice: Habits of Mind and Heart
Habits of Mind and Heart are essential components of assessment at East Palo Alto Academy High 
School, which was founded in a California community that experienced high rates of violence and 
poverty. The school’s five Community Habits—personal responsibility, social responsibility, critical 
and creative thinking, application of knowledge, and communication—were used at the school’s 
founding to develop rubrics for guidance and evaluation of every major assignment and the quarterly 
report card in every class, including frequent opportunities for students to self-assess.

The social, emotional, and cognitive skills, habits, and mindsets incorporated into the rubrics include 
personal awareness and self-management for attendance, participation, personal honesty, and care 
for others. They also include interaction and collaboration skills, empathy and perspective-taking, 
and community building. Executive functions like planning, organizing, and managing projects; 
metacognitive skills like reflection for self-improvement; and capacities for perseverance exhibited 
by willingness to revise work are also incorporated into the rubric. Some skills, such as conflict 
resolution and study skills, are taught in advisory classes, while all are taught, modeled, and 
reinforced in academic and cocurricular settings.

Because the habits are taught, modeled, and reinforced in academic and cocurricular settings 
across the school, students internalize them. As one student noted, “The [Five Habits] rubric has 
been the best thing for me over the last 4 years.” In a community where two thirds of students once 
failed to graduate, the school has enabled 90% of students to graduate and 90% of graduates to go 
on to college by creating the conditions for cognitive, social, and emotional learning. This framework, 
which guided the development of curriculum and the evaluation of student work, was used to teach 
students in a consistent and persistent manner what it meant to be a student, a worker, and a 
member of the East Palo Alto Academy community.

A student in the school’s first graduating class reflected during her senior exhibition on how the habit 
of social responsibility had helped her grow during high school:

It was hard for me, because freshman year I was just really a cocky individual. I thought I 
knew it all; I didn’t want to work for anybody else, because I was big-headed. And part of 
this habit is how well you interact in a group. How well do you work with people who are not 
like you? If I put you in a group with [two other students], can you work with them? Can you 
get the job done? How do you move your group forward? … Are you interrupting me every 
time I’m trying to speak? … I would apply this [to the challenge of] being able to work with 
people who are not like you, who have different backgrounds from you, who have different 
viewpoints from you. Being able to tackle that in high school I think [will make it] easier for 
me to tackle it when I go to college.

Source: darling-Hammond, L., Altamirano, R. P., Ramos-Beban, N., & Hyler, M. H. (2016). Be the change: Reinventing 
school for student success. Teachers College Press.

https://www.tcpress.com/be-the-change-9780807757437
https://www.tcpress.com/be-the-change-9780807757437
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Social and Emotional Learning
Explicitly teaching social, emotional, and cognitive skills helps demystify the growth process for young 
people and allows them to cultivate agency in their own personal development. Research shows that 
students who participate in formal social and emotional learning programs show improvements in skills 
such as self-regulation, collaboration, and problem-solving, as well as attitudes about themselves and 
school, and academic outcomes.29

The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) provides a useful framework 
for understanding the multiple levels at which a school can address social and emotional learning for 
self- and social-awareness, self-management, social skills, and responsible decision-making, starting with 
the classroom and moving outward to include schoolwide culture and climate, partnerships, and aligned 
learning opportunities. (See Figure 4.)

Figure 4. Social and Emotional Learning Framework

Source: Collaborative for Social and Emotional Learning. (2020). What is the CASEL Framework?

Building a Growth Mindset. One goal of social and emotional learning is to help young people develop 
what is known as a growth mindset, based on the belief that their abilities and intelligence are not fixed 
but can be improved with effort, practice, and support. Brain science shows that brain development 
is malleable and occurs throughout life; abilities are not fixed at birth but are a function of effortful 
experiences that create new neuronal connections. Research has shown that when young people 
understand this and adopt a growth mindset, they are more likely to persist when tasks become difficult 

https://casel.org/fundamentals-of-sel/what-is-the-casel-framework/
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and to perform better in school.30 Building a growth mindset is especially important for students from 
groups that have been marginalized, because they already face negative messages about their potential. 
Helping students develop a growth mindset requires both culturally responsive teaching (see Feature 3: 
Culturally Responsive and Sustaining Teaching) and a pedagogy that enables feedback and revision with 
supports (see Feature 5: Student-Centered Pedagogy).

Trauma-Informed and Healing-Oriented Practices. Social and emotional learning can also help address 
the impact of trauma. Quite often, challenging student behaviors are a result of traumatic experiences 
inside or outside of school. Experiences of trauma produce dysregulated behavior—the likelihood that a 
student will be on edge and may either withdraw or flare easily when a small trigger occurs. Researchers 
now understand a great deal about how trauma disrupts brain functioning in ways that impact emotional 
wellness, relational trust, and academic learning. We also know that trauma occurs through specific one-
time experiences but also long-term stressors such as housing insecurity; community or family violence; 
or ongoing bullying or discrimination, including the microaggressions that many students face in school 
environments. Schools can help support all students, including those who have experienced trauma, by 
adopting trauma-informed and healing-oriented practices31 that promote individual and collective wellness.

One of the easiest ways schools can be trauma informed is by having consistent routines for checking 
in with students, which provide an opportunity for sharing concerns and help reduce stress and anxiety. 
Predictability reduces cognitive load for everyone, allowing teachers and students to use their brains for 
learning. Some schools hold their advisory periods first thing in the morning so advisors can check in with 
students individually or through a community circle to see if there are any events or concerns that have 
emerged that need immediate attention. Breakfast may also be served as a morning routine, which builds 
community, destigmatizes free meals, and ensures that students start the day on an even keel, as hunger 
can also trigger distress.

Routines do not need to be complex or time-consuming. For example, some schools have a tradition in 
which all teachers stand at their doors and greet students as they enter the classroom, ensuring that 
students feel welcomed and that teachers get a pulse on their students’ moods as they come into the 
learning space. Some teachers take attendance using a one-word check-in, during which the teacher 
calls each student’s name and they respond with one word describing how they feel. If a student is angry 
or upset, the teacher is alerted to check in with them during work time and everyone knows to give them 
a little extra space. If a student is happy or excited, they can share a bit of their positive energy with 
the class. When students know teachers and advisors are concerned for their well-being, they also can 
communicate through journals, notes, or exit tickets as well as conversations.

Mindfulness and Wellness. One healing-oriented approach that helps students and staff deal with stress 
is mindfulness practice, in which students learn to focus their attention on their breathing and develop 
a greater sense of awareness of their own emotions and the world around them. Mindfulness practice 
has been shown to increase social-emotional regulation and reduce stress.32 Some schools provide a 
brief time for mindfulness practice in the classroom at key times during the day, such as after lunch, 
when students need to transition from more high-energy social situations to the focused space of the 
classroom. Similar benefits can come from providing opportunities for exercise, such as dance, yoga, 
martial arts, or sports, during the school day.
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Trauma-informed schools usually have wellness-focused spaces on campus, where students can go to 
de-escalate if they are angry or distressed, to check in with a trusted adult, to request conflict mediation 
support, or to request more in-depth mental health services from trained clinicians. When students 
request these services, it is a sign that they are learning to self-regulate and taking responsibility for 
making the school community a safer and calmer place for everyone.

Restorative Practices
The cornerstones of a safe inclusive school climate include explicit teaching of empathy and a set of 
shared social-emotional skills for recognizing emotions, working with others, and resolving conflict 
peaceably. On occasions when norms may be violated, it is important to activate problem-solving 
strategies that avoid exclusionary discipline, such as suspensions, which disconnect students from 
school, increase alienation and dropout rates, and fail to teach strategies for conflict resolution or other 
solutions to challenges students may face. Research consistently finds that exclusionary discipline 
disproportionately affects students of color and students with disabilities, who typically experience 
harsher punishments for even minor offenses.33

Restorative practices provide a more effective approach for building a positive school climate, creating greater 
safety, and improving student outcomes. The goal is to support students on a daily basis through community 
building, explicit teaching of conflict resolution and problem-solving skills, and methods that enable those who 
violate the norms of the community to repair harm and make amends.34 (See Figure 5.) A recent large-scale 
study found that the more students experience these practices, the more their academic achievement and 
mental health improve and the less violence and misbehavior schools experience.35 The gains are experienced 
by all students and are greatest for Black students and those with disabilities, who are most often harmed by 
exclusionary discipline; thus restorative practices hold promise for closing achievement gaps.

Figure 5. What Are Restorative Practices?

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS
• Conflict resolution 

training for all
• Community circles in

classes & advisories
• Calming

areas
• Counseling

RESPONDING TO CHALLENGES 
• Conflict mediation
• Repair conversations
• Healing or problem-solving circles
• Support for making amends

ENABLING
REENTRY

• Restorative
counseling

• Intervention &
reentry circles

Source: Learning Policy Institute. (2023). Improving student outcomes through restorative practices [Fact sheet].

https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/restorative-practices-factsheet
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In Practice: Restorative Circles
Fremont High School in Oakland, CA, uses community circles as the foundation for the school’s 
approach to restorative practices. There are three types of circles: (1) “Relate” circles, which help 
students and staff build community and practice empathy; (2) “Repair” circles, which address harm 
and conflict, repair relationships, and make agreements for moving forward; and (3) “Restore” 
circles, which welcome back students who have been suspended or are returning from juvenile 
detention or extended absence. Since introducing these restorative practices in 2015, Fremont High 
School has reduced its suspension rate by nearly half and increased its enrollment in a choice-based 
enrollment system, even as districtwide enrollment has fallen.

Source: Klevan, S. (2023, May 19). Restorative justice at Fremont High School: Transforming relationships and school 
culture [Blog post]. Learning Policy Institute.

Restorative practices begin with the understanding that relationships and community can only be 
restored if they are strong to begin with. When schools focus their resources on building a safe, 
inclusive community with healthy relationships among educators and students and on proactively 
addressing students’ needs, they prevent a great deal of harmful behavior from happening in the 
first place. Often advisory programs are where explicit community building begins, but a strong 
community can be established only if it is a priority enabled by shared practices in every classroom 
and throughout the school.36

Resolving Conflict. A common cause of disruptions in schools (as in all human social groups) is 
interpersonal conflict. Healthy school communities know that conflict is normal, and they plan for it 
by creating productive processes for dealing with disagreements, then training and supporting staff 
and students to use them. It is important that every member of the school community, including staff 
in all parts of the school as well as students, learns a shared approach to conflict resolution so that a 
consistent approach to resolving any kind of dispute or problem can be used.

In a restorative paradigm, when challenging student behavior occurs, staff first respond with questions 
that ascertain what has happened and what is going on with the involved student(s)—“What’s going on?” 
or “Are you all right?”—rather than immediately issuing punishments. The answers to these questions 
help educators understand what is really at issue and often signal a need for additional resources from a 
counselor, social worker, or other adult.

When individuals experience a difficult dispute, a common practice is conflict mediation, a structured and 
facilitated process through which students (or staff) who have a conflict can sit down with one another, 
often with a trained mediator (which could be a student, teacher, or restorative practitioner), listen to one 
another’s point of view, and work together to resolve the conflict, or at least make agreements to prevent 
it from escalating. In many secondary schools, conflict mediation services are entirely run by students 
themselves, with trained student facilitators supported by an adult mentor.

https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/blog/restorative-justice-fremont-high-school-transforming-relationships-and-school-culture
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/blog/restorative-justice-fremont-high-school-transforming-relationships-and-school-culture
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When behavior impacts not just one or two people but a larger group, such as a classroom, schools may 
use community circles to address the challenging issues. For example, a teacher might open a circle 
discussion with a check-in question and then raise a topic such as, “I’ve noticed that over the past few 
weeks, our class has seen a big increase in the number of side conversations that make it difficult for us 
to stay focused. Have you noticed the same thing? Why do you think it’s happening? What do you think 
would help us address this issue?” In this example, it is important to note that the teacher does not single 
out particular students or make assumptions about the causes of the problem, but rather frames it as a 
collective challenge and invites students to think together about solutions. When a school has adopted a 
set of community habits, these discussions can be rooted in how everyone can do a better job of adhering 
to the community’s common values and expectations.

Repairing Harm. In cases where it is clear that harm has been done, a restorative practices approach 
allows students and staff to slow down, assess what happened and what harm occurred, and develop a 
plan for repairing harm and making amends, in line with the school community’s values and expectations. 
The International Institute for Restorative Practices provides questions such as these that educators can 
use with students after a harmful incident occurs:

• What happened, and what were you thinking at the time?

• What have you thought about since?

• Who has been affected by what happened? How?

• What about this has been hardest for you?

• What do you think needs to happen to make things as right as possible?37

These types of questions are used with everyone involved in the incident, regardless of their role. Next steps 
for addressing the harm, including additional support and consequences as appropriate, are planned and 
agreed upon by everyone involved. Students who are impacted by harm have agency over how the situation 
is addressed. Students who cause harm are also given a choice, within appropriate boundaries, of how they 
want to proceed. Often this process occurs in the format of a community circle with the impacted parties 
and key allies such as parents or teachers—always run by a trained facilitator to ensure that boundaries are 
respected and everyone is safe and supported.

It is important to note that the restorative practices approach requires a commitment of resources.38 It 
takes less staff time to suspend a student after a behavioral incident than to design and implement a 
good restorative process and then follow up to ensure that students make amends. However, suspension 
rarely resolves the concerns, and it does not teach students how to address problems more productively 
in the future. Meanwhile, exclusionary discipline alienates students and increases the odds they will drop 
out.39 If restorative practices are implemented well, the approach produces increased accountability for 
students, fewer suspensions, stronger feelings of safety and belonging, increased achievement, and a 
safer campus for everyone.40
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School Profile: Building a Community Worth Restoring at Bronxdale 
High School

Photo used with permission by Bronxdale High School.

Bronxdale High School is a small high school in New York City serving about 450 students in an 
inclusion setting, with more than 25% of students qualifying for special education services. In 
2019, the student body was 57% Latino/a and 29% Black, and three fourths of the students were 
from low-income families. Bronxdale is one of five small schools on the campus of a previously 
large traditional high school that was closed in 2014. The schools offer some services jointly; for 
example, students from all schools can play on campuswide sports teams. Many students enter the 
school with a history of poor academic performance, but at Bronxdale, students now outperform city 
averages in graduation rates and postsecondary enrollment.

When Bronxdale first opened, it had a difficult first year, featuring substantial chaos and fighting on 
campus. Under the guidance of a new principal, the school introduced a new advisory structure, 
social and emotional learning, and restorative practices in its second year. Bronxdale is now a 
New York City demonstration site for restorative practices. Its faculty have a clear and intentional 
commitment to creating a safe, inclusive school community so their students can be good thinkers 
and communicators with an intrinsic desire for lifelong learning.

The school is designed for personalization, with small class sizes and an advisory program that 
meets several times per week. But social and emotional learning does not only happen in advisory: 
In every academic class at Bronxdale, students develop their own classroom norms, and teachers 
support students with learning relationship skills; practicing how to receive and give feedback in 
ways that are accountable; becoming acclimated to taking intellectual risks; and developing the 
capacity to drive their own learning, to assess their strengths and weaknesses, and to develop 
their own voice and agency. This support for student agency extends to the project-based learning 
strategies used in Bronxdale classes, culminating in a passion project that students choose to 
conduct and present in their senior year.

https://www.bronxdalehs.org/
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The focus on social and emotional learning is apparent throughout the school. Classrooms 
have “Affirmation Stations” with positive and inspiring messages, and a bulletin board displays 
neuroscience research from a paper students developed titled “4 Rituals That Will Make You Happy.” 
These include expressing gratitude, labeling negative emotions so they become less overwhelming, 
making “good enough” decisions to avoid the stressful sense of losing control, and sharing hugs to 
increase oxytocin. Many teachers integrate mindfulness practices into their classes. When students 
need support, they can access individual or group counseling provided by the school.

To expand empathy and understanding and to prevent bullying, students conduct research and 
educate each other about conditions like autism and other learning differences, and teachers are 
explicit about the fact that everyone learns differently, so classrooms are designed to support many 
modes of learning and expression.

Bronxdale has a very well-developed commitment to restorative practices, which only work, as 
Principal Carolyne Quintana explained, if you have something worthwhile to restore. Thus, she 
says, the faculty and student leaders work proactively to develop “the community, relationships, 
and harmony.” Then, when norms are violated, they take a restorative approach, “guided by the 
assumption that students’ behavior is a knowledge and capacity issue on their part rather than a 
character deficit.”

Like other redesigned schools, Bronxdale has reallocated resources to the classroom to allow for 
reduced pupil loads and collaborative planning time for teachers—but in the process of weighing 
trade-offs, the school decided to invest in some non-classroom staff with an explicit focus on 
restorative practices and social-emotional support. Bronxdale has two full-time restorative deans, 
as well as one counselor and two social workers. This team meets regularly to respond to incidents 
and coordinate all social-emotional support systems at the school. There is also daily formal and 
informal communication among the whole staff to prevent and respond to situations as they come 
up, such as separating students who are in a conflict so they can de-escalate before a fight occurs, 
or advisors checking in with students or calling home to communicate with family members.

A key strategy used by all adults at Bronxdale is circles—both proactive circles to build community and 
restorative circles after harm has occurred. during restorative circles, participants sit in a circle, facing 
one another, and through dialogue, build community and repair harm in ways that emphasize making 
individuals and the community that have been harmed whole and productive again. Students follow a 
“one mic” rule, meaning one person speaks at a time and the other participants are active listeners. 
The restorative deans are expert facilitators of circles and model and train others on campus.

As one of the restorative deans explains, this well-developed network of preventive and restorative 
approaches means Bronxdale rarely has to suspend students. He notes:

Our goal is not to have [students] leave the building unless we have to—either because of 
department of Education policy or [because of] something egregious. We tell parents and 
kids this, and kids know. Our policy is to attempt restorative practices repeatedly before we 
suspend. If there is a situation between students, 99% of the time we push for mediation 
and a restorative conference—mediated by student leaders and guided by us or facilitated by 
us and, always, the advisor.
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Student leadership is critical to the success of restorative practices at Bronxdale. The school has 
10 trained youth peer mediators and is working to increase the number. A youth court program 
trains students to judge cases involving their peers and to support restorative follow-up such as 
apologies and community service. Eighteen seniors in a group called Peer Group Connections (PGC) 
provide mentoring to 9th-graders and facilitate circles in 9th-grade advisories to orient new students 
to the Bronxdale community and its expectations. As one 9th-grade participant explained, “I love 
PGC! I love PGC! I learned how to think about others, to not hurt others and the environment. I think 
about my actions more, so I don’t get into trouble.”

This self-awareness and sense of responsibility to oneself, one’s peers, and the community is the 
long-run outcome of restorative practices that can transform lives.

Source: Ancess, J., Rogers, B., duncan Grand, d., & darling-Hammond, L. (2019). Teaching the way students learn 
best: Lessons from Bronxdale High School. Learning Policy Institute.

Additional Resources
Building Community

• 10 Powerful Community-Building Ideas, Emelina Minero, Edutopia: This article compiles activities 
and includes illustrative videos for community building for elementary, middle, and high school.

• Climate Connection Toolkit, Meagan O’Malley and Leslie Poynor, California department of Education 
and WestEd: This toolkit includes activities that school leaders can use to encourage school 
community members to define, examine, and build norms that nourish a sense of belonging and 
stronger relationships.

• developing Community Agreements, National Equity Project: This resource provides tips for 
developing community agreements and an accompanying resource that walks through a suggested 
approach to engaging students and staff in the process.

• Getting Classroom Management Right: Guided discipline and Personalized Support in Secondary 
Schools, Carol Miller Lieber, Educators for Social Responsibility: This book provides resources 
designed for educators to organize and manage their classrooms and work with adolescents to 
create learning environments that foster fairness, mutual respect, accountability, and self-discipline.

• Turnaround for Children Toolbox, Center for Whole-Child Education: This interactive toolkit was 
designed for teachers, school and district leaders, support staff, and others to reflect on and assess 
how to put into place whole child redesign, including cocreating norms and expectations and putting 
into place consistent routines.

Creating Trauma-Sensitive, Healing-Oriented Environments

• Building Trauma-Sensitive Schools, National Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments: 
This web page provides resources and modules for building a trauma-informed school, and it 
recommends that these resources be used as part of a group-based training.

https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/social-and-emotional-learning-case-study-bronxdale-report
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/social-and-emotional-learning-case-study-bronxdale-report
https://www.edutopia.org/article/10-powerful-community-building-ideas
https://data.calschls.org/resources/ClimateConnectionToolkit_2ndedition.pdf
https://www.nationalequityproject.org/tools/developing-community-agreements
https://engagingschools.org/store/index.php?main_page=product_info&cPath=20&products_id=79
https://engagingschools.org/store/index.php?main_page=product_info&cPath=20&products_id=79
https://turnaroundusa.org/toolbox/
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/building-trauma-sensitive-schools
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• Making Classrooms and Schools Trauma-Informed and Healing-Centered, Greater Good in 
Education: This web page offers strategies to support teacher and student well-being, such as how 
trauma- and resiliency-informed schools can recognize triggers at school and be aware of signs or 
symptoms of distress.

• Trauma-Informed Lesson Plans and Resources, American Federation of Teachers: This web page 
links to trauma-informed resources for teachers, with a particular emphasis on mental health 
resources and how to navigate traumatic current events.

• Trauma-Informed SEL Toolkit, Transforming Education: This toolkit provides information about 
how trauma impacts students, strategies educators can implement in the classroom, secondary 
traumatic stress, and strategies for educator self-care. The toolkit also provides prompts to facilitate 
educator learning and engagement with the material.

Restorative Practices

• Implementing Restorative Practices, Minnesota department of Education: Minnesota has 
developed a suite of resources, including key principles to guide restorative practices in schools and 
implementation guidance to provide school districts, administrators, and educators with resources to 
integrate restorative practices into the schoolwide climate, discipline, and teaching and learning.

• Resources on Positive School discipline, American Federation of Teachers and Partners: This 
website compiles resources from the American Federation of Teachers and its partners to help 
school leaders and educators implement positive discipline strategies.

• Restorative Justice and Practices, International Institute for Restorative Practices: This short reading 
provides an overview of restorative practices and includes the restorative questions used by the 
International Institute for Restorative Practices.

• Restorative Justice Implementation Guide: A Whole School Approach, david Yusem, denise Curtis, 
Komoia Johnson, Barbara McClung, Fania davis, Sangita Kumar, Tanya Mayo, and Franklin Hysten, 
Oakland Unified School district: This guide was designed to support someone facilitating restorative 
practices in their school to create an implementation plan for introducing restorative practices to the 
school community.

• Restorative Justice: Resources for Schools, Matt davis, Edutopia: This is a compilation of resources 
and case studies for bringing restorative justice into schools and classrooms.

• Restorative Practices: Fostering Healthy Relationships & Promoting Positive discipline in Schools, 
Advancement Project, American Federation of Teachers, Schott Foundation, and National Education 
Association: This guide provides examples of restorative practices, implementation tips and 
strategies, and examples from school districts.

• Student-Led Peer Mediation: This website run by the Conflict Resolution Center of St. Louis offers 
detailed guides and scripts for high school and middle school peer mediation services.

https://ggie.berkeley.edu/trauma-trauma-informed-and-resiliency-informed-schools/
https://sharemylesson.com/collections/trauma-informed-resources-schools?theme=322713
https://transformingeducation.org/resources/trauma-informed-sel-toolkit/
https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/safe/prac/resprac/
https://www.aft.org/ae/winter2015-2016/resources
https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:VA6C2:327bc90c-9304-4131-871e-229a039c535f
https://www.seattleschools.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/OUSD-Implementation-Guide.pdf
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/restorative-justice-resources-matt-davis
https://schottfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/restorative-practices-guide.pdf
https://www.peermediation.net/



