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Foreword

In The Little Book of Restorative Justice for Colleges and Universities, David Karp offers a succinct, comprehensive, and practical guide for implementing restorative practices in higher education. Although restorative justice has been used for campus-based student misconduct since the 1990s, there has been a surge of interest as colleges and universities are pushed into the public spotlight due to bias-motivated acts, sexual assaults, alcohol and drugs, and climate concerns about the learning environment. The time for a fresh and effective response is now as higher education struggles to act on Title IX regulations, greater campus diversity, and the limitations of judicial and legalistic processes for managing the growing complexity of campus issues.

Colleges and universities function as small cities or discrete communities. A campus-related event such as sexual assault by a prominent athlete, a student-organized protest against immigrant students, a fraternity social event that mocks African Americans, or the publicized felony of a faculty member has wide ripple effects that impact the entire campus. Moreover, seemingly separate jurisdictions such as residential life, student conduct, research ethics, staff performance, and administration policies and procedures intersect as part of a large and complex system. As Karp demonstrates, restorative justice is uniquely equipped to respond to the multiple needs of different constituencies and to the demands of overlapping jurisdictions. Indeed, the increasingly recognized need for restorative justice in higher education for both wrongdoing and prevention suggests that it is fast becoming a public health rather than just a criminal justice intervention.

Although campus life is marked by its intricacies, Karp applies restorative justice to fact situations in higher education with exquisite clarity such that his explanations and examples are understandable and readily transferable across institutions. He sets the stage for the book by telling a story about the theft of a fiberglass statue from an antique shop by a college student and his use of a restorative process, as a college administrator, to repair damage and restore community trust. He makes the case that within higher education, restorative justice not only provides a disciplinary response, but one that also advances a student’s learning commensurate with that student’s social development and the educational mission of the institution. This dual agenda is undergirded by the core principles of restorative justice, namely, inclusive decision making, active accountability, repairing harm, and rebuilding trust. Karp discusses the role of restorative justice in student codes of conduct. Although codes generally use a progressive model of exclusion for conduct cases that separate the student from the institution, the focus on harm in restorative justice necessitates a coming together for moral dialogue about the impact of persons’ behaviors on others.

Karp reviews three practices used on campuses, namely, restorative justice conferences, circles, and boards, as well as commonly used measures for amends making and rebuilding trust such as apologies, restitution, and community service. Of particular note are Circles of Support and Accountability, a powerful practice that helps students reintegrate into the campus community after they have been suspended. Karp provides an illustration of a complex circle to show the variety of harms and multiple voices that can be part of a restorative response. He also includes research on the effectiveness of these practices with particular emphasis on participant satisfaction, recidivism, and student offender learning outcomes.

Campuses are increasingly concerned with incidents of bias and abuses of power and privilege. These concerns require a wider lens and focus on social justice and improving the campus climate. Karp provides guidelines for multipartial facilitation in support of community building and responding to varying degrees of social power. This wide-angled lens is also central to implementing restorative justice on college and university campuses because it challenges the status quo. Indeed, restorative justice takes time and can require a revamping of current operations in the context of limited resources. Besides a list of critical areas for consideration, Karp includes brief case studies from several universities that detail the steps taken to advance restorative justice on campus. Finally, Karp includes three chapters, facilitating a campus-based training, preparing for a restorative justice conference, and conducting a conference using a script. These chapters give guidance on selecting trainers and the training agenda, critical areas to address prior to bringing stakeholders together for dialogue, and a catalog of the specific steps a facilitator takes to guide a conference. Collectively, these chapters provide a hands-on “how-to” package that allows readers to move from abstract principles to concrete application. Karp concludes with a vignette about the impact of restorative justice on a criminal justice class when a classmate’s off-campus house was burglarized.

Karp packs this little book with a truckload of information. He also grounds the chapters in restorative justice values while challenging readers to recognize that how they respond to student misconduct on campus symbolizes the kind of community they aspire to be. Most important, Karp demonstrates how to make complex situations manageable while also using them as opportunities for personal growth and campus-wide healing.

Marilyn Armour 
Professor and director of the Institute for Restorative Justice and Restorative Dialogue at the University of Texas at Austin
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1.
Introduction: The Story of Spirit Horse

Horse rustling is not the kind of trouble typically caused by college students. But Skidmore College, where I taught for many years, is located in Saratoga Springs, a small city in upstate New York that is known for its high-society thoroughbred racetrack. The population triples in the summertime, and the downtown streets become as bustling and lively as Greenwich Village.

Several years ago, the Saratoga County Arts Council launched a project that decorated the town with life-size fiberglass horses painted by local artists. One of the more interesting horses, called Spirit Horse, appeared to be passing through the large plate-glass window of an antique shop. The statue, cut in half, stood regally on the sidewalk with its rear end inside the store on the other side of the glass. The horse had two glowing green eyes that lit up at night, adding to the spectral mystique.1
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Late one night, a Skidmore student was returning from the nearby bars and decided he wanted Spirit Horse for his very own. He was able to wrench the front half from its pedestal on the main thoroughfare and was also easily observed by a taxi driver and other witnesses. Police arrived while he was still sweaty and out of breath from hauling it to his second story walk-up.


Restorative justice (RJ) is a philosophical approach that embraces the reparation of harm, healing of trauma, reconciliation of interpersonal conflict, reduction of social inequality, and reintegration of people who have been marginalized and outcast. RJ embraces community empowerment and participation, multipartial facilitation, active accountability, and social support. A central practice of restorative justice is a collaborative decision-making process that includes harmed parties, people who caused harm, and others to seek a resolution that includes:

(a) accepting and acknowledging responsibility for harmful behavior,

(b) repairing the harm caused to individuals and the community, and

(c) working to rebuild trust by showing understanding of the harm, addressing personal issues, and building positive social connections.



Though this was a minor incident along the continuum of crimes, college administrators were not pleased to read the front page headline, “Skidmore Student is Charged in Theft of Decorative Horse.” They were rightly concerned this would reinforce a community perception of their students as selfish, overprivileged, and a nuisance.

As a restorative facilitator for this case, I was able to host a restorative justice dialogue with the key stakeholders including the student, the artist, the antique shop owner who had paid for the horse, and the arts council director. As is typical of the process, we worked through the case as a campus disciplinary matter before it was handled in the criminal court. There, the student had been charged with third-degree grand larceny and possession of burglary tools—a wrench and pliers.

The beginning of a conference includes storytelling by the student and each of the harmed parties. The arts council director was surprised to learn, for example, that the student had worked for his hometown’s arts council the summer before. With a mixture of remorse and embarrassment, the student revealed that one of his motives in taking the horse was his appreciation for the project and his desire to have a souvenir from it. He quickly added his recognition that this was not the best way to support the arts.

When the restorative justice participants heard from the artist, it was the student’s turn to be surprised. The artist described how he had been alerted quite early in the morning after the crime and quickly went downtown to inspect the damage. Of course, he said, he was upset about the theft and damage to his artwork. However, what really concerned him were the two live wires that had been ripped from the glowing eyes and left exposed on the sidewalk. He wondered aloud what would have happened had he not been there to remove them. Soon the street would have been filled with toddlers and dog-walkers. “Had the student considered that?” he asked.

The storytelling in a restorative justice process is designed to explore the harm caused by an offense. In this case, there was property damage and loss, but also the risk created by the electrical wires, the community-wide disappointment and anger about vandalism to a public art display, and a spoiling of the reputation of the college.

Once harms are listed, the group works toward solutions that can repair the damage and restore community trust. An agreement was reached in this conference that met everyone’s concerns. The student was to be responsible for:


• Restitution to the artist for costs associated with repairing and reinstalling the horse.

• Restitution to the storeowner based on the cost of sponsoring the horse and the time period the horse was not on display.

• Community service at the Saratoga County Arts Council.

• A daily inspection and cleaning of the repaired “Spirit Horse” for the duration of the exhibit.

• Writing a letter to students moving off campus about being responsible neighbors (to be included in the Skidmore Student Off-Campus Housing Guide).

• Undergoing an alcohol evaluation.

• Organizing an alcohol-free social event on campus.



Impressed by the agreement reached at Skidmore, the Saratoga district attorney negotiated a sentence called “Adjournment in Contemplation of Dismissal.” This meant that the student would admit guilt, but as long as he complied with the restorative agreement and stayed out of trouble for six months, his conviction would be sealed, and he would have no permanent criminal record.

About this book

When I facilitated the Spirit Horse case, I was an assistant professor just learning about restorative justice and how it was being applied in criminal justice cases around the world. We decided to apply RJ principles in this case and discovered the benefits for the student, the harmed parties, and the wider community. Personally, I learned the value of putting an academic interest to the test in a real-world case.
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