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Introduction


There’s no such thing as neutral education. Education either functions as an instrument to bring about conformity or freedom.1


—Paolo Freire


This book is a call to action for restorative justice practitioners committed to building just and equitable schools in partnership with youth, families, and community. Just as there is no neutral education, there is no neutral restorative justice; solely focusing on healing interpersonal conflicts in schools through restorative justice does not acknowledge the legacy of harm in our educational system. Rooted in the wisdom of ancestral and Indigenous cultures, restorative justice (RJ) is a way of being and a philosophy grounded in community building, healing, and justice that has grown into a movement to transform schools and society.


The goal of restorative justice in education is “creating just and equitable learning environments, nurturing healthy relationships, and repairing harm and transforming conflict.”2 In this book, we push the field to go beyond “transforming conflict” to transforming the entire education system. Intergenerational partnerships, where all members of school communities collaborate with each other to create just and equitable learning environments, are at the root of this work.


Young people across the country are organizing for equitable education and RJ in schools, garnering wins through the elimination of punitive school discipline, the implementation of restorative justice, and the incorporation of Ethnic Studies into the curriculum. The purpose of this book is to illuminate a theory and practice of youth engagement in restorative justice through intergenerational partnerships where young people are agents of change.


Inequity in Schools


Restorative justice in schools addresses interpersonal harm but often fails to address larger systemic harms that result from institutional and structural injustice. Institutional injustice in schools occurs at a high level and includes policies and practices that harm people of color, students with disabilities, and those who identify as part of the LGBTQ+ community. For example, high-stakes testing companies continue to make billions of dollars to simply reinforce, and not remove, academic opportunity gaps for students of color. School closures funnel students from one low-performing school to another, and do not address root causes of socioeconomic inequity. Meanwhile, legislators nationwide have pushed to ban Ethnic Studies, an interdisciplinary field that honors the cultural and historical narratives of people who have been pushed to the margins and critically analyzes inequities to promote social change. Structural racism includes larger societal forces that reinforce inequality for people of color, including redlining, the disparate criminalization of people caught with marijuana vs. cannabis entrepreneurs, and a health care system based on profit.


Restorative justice (RJ) in schools often mirrors these inequities; when RJ is introduced for disciplinary purposes only (“restorative discipline”), it acts as a tool to maintain the status quo of adult control and compliance; adults replicate hierarchical power dynamics by lecturing at students in healing Circles. Youth are seen as merely participants in a Circle, or at most, RJ youth leaders who keep Circle in response to disciplinary incidents—not as community builders, trainers, and policy and decision makers.


The Call for Youth Engagement


This book provides a framework to explore ways that educators can learn how to work with young people to create just and equitable schools, rather than simply using restorative justice as a form of discipline to do to students. Adult RJ practitioners are sometimes lauded for their peacemaking skills and ability to connect with youth. Yet, once they leave, the work falls apart. While we believe in the necessity of dedicated adult leadership, we also believe that restorative justice is most impactful when power is shared and youth have genuine ownership. Youth are critical to the success of shifting school culture, and working in partnership with young people is an opportunity for collective growth and leadership development.


We, the three authors, have extensive experience working with youth and engage in restorative justice as a means to build social, emotional, academic, and leadership skills for personal and systematic healing. Wadhwa, a teacher of 14 years, engages with the work as a way to heal herself and address the oppression she witnessed in the public school system as the daughter of Punjabi immigrants. Manchester, born fist first, a lifelong learner, and experiential educator, grew up impacted by stories of injustice and joy that were not part of the standard curriculum, and now partners with young people to reclaim spaces that have traditionally excluded them. Aquino, a lifetime educator and cultural worker, honors her duty to consistently work with young people to make sustainable changes in ourselves, schools, communities, and society, on the road toward collective liberation.


To us, restorative justice is not merely a program, but a movement rooted in the work of our ancestors and Indigenous teachers that will impact future generations. We honor that our specific understanding of Circles in schools—including traditions of the centerpiece and talking piece—has been shared with us by Tlingit, Tagish, First Nations, and Yukon elders. We intentionally name the communities who taught us as opposed to the blanket statement that RJ comes from “Indigenous people.” We also recognize that students bring their own ancestral wisdom and may offer other ways of being in Circle. Restorative justice is meant to be transformative, and each Circle is an opportunity to shift an entire school system by strengthening community, promoting equity of voice, and offering a viable alternative to exclusionary disciplinary practices.


Based on our years of work partnering with young people and adults to build more equitable schools, we saw the opportunity to look at our specific geographic contexts, draw connections between our pedagogy, and build a collective theory and practice around youth engagement in restorative justice. We explored what it means to truly collectively write a book, while leaning into our Circle values and metaphorically passing the talking piece across our regions. We interviewed and continuously consulted young people who not only gave feedback but also contributed to the writing. They are quoted throughout the book. Our hope is that this will add a necessary dialogue to the restorative justice landscape, lifting the voices of youth and adults on the front line. We invite you to reflect on your approach in shifting paradigms and how you are engaging and sharing power with young people.


Overview of Book


We begin the book by discussing the field of Youth Engagement and ground our framework in Adam Fletcher’s “Ladder of Student Involvement,” a model that distinguishes between various levels of engagement with young people, beginning with tokenism and ending in youth-adult equity. We refer to this diagram throughout the book as a way to delineate the varied ways to work alongside young people to reconstruct educational institutions.


In chapter 2, we highlight the core values of youth engagement in restorative justice: intergenerational partnerships and liberatory education. We define intergenerational partnerships as engagement across generations, not solely between adults and youth but also between high schoolers and middle school students, as well as between alumni and current students. Liberatory education is education rooted in liberation, or freedom from practices that obstruct opportunities based on race, religion, sexual orientation, or any other identity. To achieve just schools, it is imperative that educators and youth teach with the goal of honoring every person in their humanity.


In chapter 3, we introduce Barbara Love’s “Framework to Develop a Liberatory Consciousness,” a tool that consists of four steps to help practitioners deepen their commitment to justice: awareness, analysis, accountability, and action. Engaging in this reflective cycle allows practitioners to examine their current practices, awareness of social conditions, identities, and ways of thinking so they can transform themselves and schools.


In chapter 4, we outline the internal work critical for combating adultism—the practice and philosophy of adults exerting power over youth, with little regard for their voice or agency. Examples of adultism at the interpersonal and institutional level are provided so that adults understand how power imbalance manifests in all levels of society. We offer reflective questions and strategies for creating models of restorative justice and Circles that involve the participation and leadership of young people and community members.


In chapters 5–8, we provide a typology of youth engagement in restorative justice that includes the various roles youth embody in restorative justice as organizers, curriculum writers, teachers, and trainers. We explore these roles in case studies from our respective cities. In Houston, high school students teach a restorative justice leadership course. In Western Massachusetts, students shift school culture through participatory action research and with support of an intergenerational community advisory board. In Oakland, young people are not only restorative practitioners and Circle keepers, but staff, policy makers, organizers, and coauthors in this book.


Chapter 9 amplifies the voices of young people from all three coasts as the young people reflect on their learnings in restorative justice, revealing key elements of restorative leadership that involve deep listening, Circle keeping, agency, self and community care, accountability, and authentic community building.


In chapter 10 we propose an emerging framework, a “Spiral of Youth Engagement,” a lens that incorporates the need to understand structural injustice when moving toward youth adult-equity in full partnership. We combine elements of Fletcher’s Ladder and Love’s Framework, and offer liberation as the end goal of youth and adults working toward just and equitable schools.


In chapter 11, we end with a call to action for adult and youth restorative justice practitioners to work collectively to dismantle injustices and dream of the possibilities of RJ in schools. Interspersed throughout the book are reflective activities that people across generations can jointly complete in order to create a vision of just and equitable schools.


Terminology and Stylistic Choices


Because language is an indicator of one’s philosophy and commitment to restorative justice, we explain a few of our stylistic choices below.




• We use “restorative justice” instead of “restorative practices,” which is neutered from what we see is the end goal of the work: justice and equity.


• As race is socially constructed, so too is the verbiage around racial categories, which continues to evolve. While we understand there are critiques of the following terms, we include this explanation to be transparent about our choices:


When indicating a person’s race, we choose the lowercase “white” (to indicate those who are or perceived to be of European descent) and the uppercase “Black” (for people who are or perceived to be of African descent) in order to upend power dynamics associated with these categories. We use the term “people of color” for those who do not identify as white as most of the young people we work with do not associate themselves with the more recent term BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, People of Color). Our students varied in their use of “Latinx” and Latino/a so we use the terminology they chose to define themselves (i.e., “Guatemalan,” “Dominican,” “Puerto Rican”).


• We capitalize Indigenous, when used to describe people, as a statement to honor the original inhabitants of the land on which we stand. We lowercase indigenous in order to describe traditions that have impacted who we are, and which we continue to learn from.


• We capitalize “Circles” in order to honor the Indigenous roots of the process and the sacred aspect of being in community with one another.


• As a small way of honoring people’s dignities and respecting their humanity, we include the pronouns of the people who contributed to this book.







Chapter 1
The Field of Youth Engagement


Young people have always been at the vanguard for community and social change, and today’s young people are no different.


—Shawn Ginwright and Taj James1


Youth engagement in restorative justice in schools creates spaces for personal and societal transformation and honors that young people are resilient social actors, participating in their communities as leaders and peacebuilders. Adults do not “give youth voice”; students have agency and demonstrate it in ways others might not understand. Young people engage all the time, whether it is convenient for adults or not.


Youth engagement in RJ transcends involving youth only as Circle keepers. This work takes time, deep reflection, continuous relationship building, and intentional strategizing with youth as partners. In this chapter, we provide a brief overview of the field of youth participation and integrate this knowledge into our definition of youth engagement in restorative justice. We close by introducing Adam Fletcher’s Ladder of Student Involvement as a tool for practitioners to push beyond tokenism as they meaningfully work alongside youth in restorative justice.
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