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cradle-to-prison pipeline. Restorative discipline, on the other hand, stresses 
that students are members of a school community and that their actions affect 
other community members (see Table 5.1). When students engage in behavior 
that causes personal harm or harm to other members of the school commu-
nity, the goal is to keep them as engaged as possible in school and classroom 
life and encourage them to self-correct (Davidson, 2014). When students do 
not self-correct on their own, restorative discipline seeks to give students the 
opportunity to accept responsibility for harms they have caused, endeavor to 
make things right to the extent possible, and return to the school community 
as members in good standing. These inclusive and supportive steps keep stu-
dents away from the cradle-to-prison pipeline.

Restorative discipline is becoming a more common approach to solving 
disciplinary problems in U.S. schools. Although the concept is relatively new 
among schools in the United States, some schools in Australia, New Zealand, 
and Great Britain have been using discipline systems based upon the restorative 
discipline approach since the early 1990s (González, 2012). Restorative mea-
sures provide dignity and a sense of agency to students who traditionally must 
follow policies crafted exclusively by adults. They also offer a chance to address 
race and class disparities created by punitive discipline measures and function 
as strategies that may reduce repeat disciplinary infractions (Schiff, 2013). In 

TABLE 5.1 ■ Punitive Versus Restorative Approach to Discipline

Punitive Approach Restorative Approach

School rules are violated. People and relationships are 
violated.

Justice focuses on establishing 
guilt.

Justice identifies needs and 
obligations.

Accountability is defined as 
punishment.

Accountability is defined as 
understanding the effects of the 
offense and repairing any harm.

Justice is directed at the offender; 
those harmed are ignored.

The student who may have caused 
harm, those harmed, and school 
staff all have direct roles in the 
justice process.

Rules and intent outweigh the 
outcome.

Students who may have caused 
harm are held responsible for 
their behavior, repairing any harm 
they’ve caused and working toward 
a positive outcome.

No opportunity is offered for the 
offender to express remorse or 
make amends.

Opportunities are offered for 
offenders to express remorse or 
make amends.

Source: Adapted from San Francisco Unified School District (n.d.).


