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Introduction

S

chools can play an essential role in
ending health inequities. But not all
students experience schools in the same
ways. Given the intersectional factors of race,
gender, sexual identity, and poverty in their
lives, marginalized girls are at a particularly high
risk of negative outcomes in schools, including
punitive and exclusionary discipline, school
pushout,* and contact with law enforcement and
the juvenile justice system.1 They also face high
rates of trauma, which further elevates their
chance of decreased school engagement even in
the absence of other factors. Taken cumulatively,
the experience of marginalized girls makes
them uniquely vulnerable to lower levels of
educational attainment, leading to lifelong
negative health effects.

*

School connectedness, defined as students’
belief that adults in their school care about
their learning and about them as individuals,
results in lower rates of health-risk behaviors
and improved academic performance.2 Over
the last ten years, evidence has increasingly
shown that in addition to reducing discipline
disparities, restorative justice (RJ) has also been
shown to promote positive student and teacher
relationships and peer-to-peer relationships,
healthier school climates, increased feelings of
self-efficacy, improved academic performance,
and social and emotional skill development.
Each of these outcomes fosters school
connectedness, which ultimately advances
health equity for students.

The National Clearinghouse on Supportive School Discipline defines “pushout” as follows:
Pushout refers to practices that contribute to students dropping out. These include unwelcoming and uncaring school environments and
over-reliance on zero tolerance school policies that push students out of school. Historically, factors (e.g., suspension, expulsions, systemic
inequality) that result in school pushout have disproportionately impacted students of color, students from low-income families, LGBT
students and students in the juvenile justice and alternative education settings. Research demonstrates that the dropping out of school
that is a product of pushout has severe and lasting consequences for students, schools, and communities. Students who are pushed
out experience diminished academic opportunities and social alienation. They are pushed into substandard alternative schools and GED
programs, which may compromise future academic and job success.
Pushout, National Clearinghouse on Supportive School Discipline, https://supportiveschooldiscipline.org/learn/reference-guides/pushout (last
viewed Oct. 29, 2019). See also Monique W. Morris, Pushout: The Criminalization of Black Girls in Schools 4, 13 (2016) (describing school pushout
as “multiple ways in which racial, gender, and socio-economic inequity converge to marginalize Black girls in their learning environments,”
ultimately resulting schools pushing out Black girls and “often render[ing] them vulnerable to further victimization and delinquency.”)
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School connectedness is rooted in the “extent to which students feel personally accepted,
respected, included, and supported by others in the school social environment.”3 Research
has identified two main ways in which school connectedness impacts the health of students.
First, it reduces harmful health outcomes often associated with traumatic symptoms, including
emotional distress, suicidal ideation and behavior, substance use, weapon-related violence, and
early sexual activity.4 Second, it increases self-efficacy, academic achievement, and resiliency.5
These improvements, which are facilitated by school connectedness, in turn are linked to overall
educational attainment and, as a result, improved health outcomes. For instance, students who
report higher levels of school connectedness are less likely to leave school, accrue absences, or
engage in behaviors reflecting decreased self-regulation.6 For such students, schools provide an
essential foundation for positive health outcomes.

The potential health benefits of school
connectedness—especially as a mitigating factor
for health inequities for marginalized girls—
demands heightened attention from educators
and policymakers. For too long, girls have been
largely left out of the mainstream education
reform conversations. This issue brief examines
the use of RJ in K-12 schools across the country
as a multi-tiered system that supports increased
school connectedness for marginalized girls. To
consider the potential for RJ to positively support
girls’ school connection and attainment, this
issue brief reviews key research in the following
primary areas:
■

■

■
■

■

It then maps outcomes of RJ in the context
of school connectedness, as well as other
protective factors that support childhood
health and wellbeing. It concludes with
recommendations for future action in policy,
practice, and research, drawing attention to the
pressing need to more fully integrate traumainformed and gender-responsive best practices
into school-based RJ.

Education as a critical social
determinant of health
Exclusionary discipline as a factor for
school disconnection and entry into
the school-to-prison pipeline
Effects of trauma on educational outcomes
Gender differences in trauma and
adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)
Empirical evidence of school-based RJ
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Education as a Key
Social Determinant of Health

E

ducation is widely recognized as
one of the most important social
determinants of health. From early
childhood education access to high school
graduation, it serves as a strong predictor for
lifelong health.7 The further a child progresses
in school, the more likely she is to be set up for
lifelong healthy behaviors and success, including
financial stability, employment, and increased
life expectancy, as well as the health and
educational attainment of her own children.8

The Centers for Disease Control defines the
social determinants of health as the “conditions
in the places where people live, learn, work, and
play that affect a wide range of health risks and
outcomes.” Examples include access to health care,
education, and economic stability.9
High school graduation, for example, has
been associated with an increase in average
lifespan of 6 to 9 years.10 The time children
spend in school during their key developmental
years creates opportunities and challenges
for educators to provide them with a critical
foundation for success and lifelong health and
wellbeing. For students in schools that promote
emotional development, employ multi-tiered
systems of support to develop prosocial
behaviors, support academic achievement,
and reduce emotional distress, the positive
outcomes are quite striking.11

Educational attainment can
affect health across generations.

But over the last four decades, disparities in
health outcomes associated with educational
attainment have grown in all regions across the
country.12 For racial and ethnic minorities in
the United States, disproportionality in access
to the social determinants of health—including
education—takes on many forms, such as higher
rates of chronic disease and premature death13
and high levels of chronic stress and premature
aging.14 For women and girls of color, health
disparities reflect intersectional gendered racial
discrimination.15

Social Determinants of Health

Neighborhood
and Built
Environment

Economic
Stability

Social
Determinants
of Health

Education

Health and
Health Care

Social and
Community
Context

Overview, Social Determinants of Health, Healthy People
2020. Available at https://www.healthypeople.gov/2020/topicsobjectives/topic/social-determinants-of-health
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Education inequities represent a crisis in
public health for marginalized girls. Despite
the importance of educational attainment as a
major predictor of positive health outcomes,16
Black girls were suspended from school at
overwhelmingly disproportionate rates.17
Removing students from the classroom through
punitive and exclusionary discipline strategies
has far-reaching negative consequences, from
hindering cognitive and social development
(particularly in the early years)18 to being more
likely to be retained, less likely to graduate, and
more likely to be referred to the juvenile justice
system.19

The effects of school exclusion can be cumulative.
“Each additional suspension further decreases a
student’s odds of graduating high school by 20
percent.”20

In addition, research has shown that
exclusionary discipline fosters distrust and
feeling unwelcome among students.21 In schools
where marginalized students also lack access
to critical evidence-based social-emotional
programs and practices, schools are not spaces
of learning, but ones marked by disconnection
and trauma, often resulting in students leaving
school.22
While there is no single solution to resolve
the complex links between education and
health outcomes, experts agree on the critical
importance of focusing on them, particularly
during childhood, to promote health equity
and justice. The implementation of genderresponsive and trauma-informed RJ can increase
school connectedness and develop core socialemotional skills of all students, support students
who have more intensive needs, and create
educational contexts that are supportive of girls.
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Gender, Exclusionary Discipline,
and the Impact on Girls’ Health

G

irls face unique challenges in
educational attainment.23 Yet they
receive significantly less attention than
their male counterparts. This is particularly true
for girls with intersectional identities, including
girls of color and girls who identify as LGBTQ
or gender nonconforming. The topic is a critical
one, since marginalized girls disproportionately
miss class time due to exclusionary discipline,
which is associated with “school avoidance and
diminished educational engagement, decreased
academic achievement, increased behavior
problems, an increased likelihood of dropping
out, substance abuse, and involvement with
juvenile justice systems.”24
Black girls, in particular, experience disparate
disciplinary outcomes. According to the U.S.
Department of Education’s Office for Civil
Rights, during the 2015–2016 school year,
Black girls were over 5 times more likely than
white girls to receive at least one out-of-school
suspension.25 This finding is consistent with
data from the 2013-2014 school year, in which
Black girls represented 53.6 percent of all
girls with multiple out-of-school suspensions,
despite representing only 15.6 percent of the
female enrollment.26 Black girls also have
disproportionately high rates of contact with
the juvenile justice system. Nationally, they
represented 29.2 percent of girls referred to law
enforcement by school officials and 39.6 percent
of those arrested on school grounds.27

Exclusionary discipline is strongly correlated
with a host of negative outcomes affecting student
wellness, including increased disengagement,
greater risk of trauma, and feelings of stress and
isolation.
LGBTQ and gender nonconforming youth face
similarly punitive treatment in school. A national
analysis of the impact of sexual orientation and
gender identity on disciplinary treatment and
outcomes indicated that LGBTQ and gender
nonconforming youth experienced higher rates
of detentions, suspensions, and expulsions.28
Additionally, LGBTQ and gender nonconforming
youth were reported to experience feelings
of isolation and lack of connection due to
poor school climate, which led to increased
absenteeism.29 Yet despite these statistics,
methods to reduce school exclusion for
marginalized girls are understudied.30

Black Girls’ Suspension Rates

5x
White
Girls

Black
Girls

Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC) for the 2015-16 School Year,
Off. for Civil Rights (Sept. 25, 2018), https://www2.ed.gov/about/
offices/list/ocr/docs/crdc-2015-16.html.
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The Effect of Trauma
on Health and Education

M

arginalized girls experience high
rates of trauma that also affect
their educational attainment.
As first revealed in the Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs)31 survey conducted by
Kaiser Permanente and the Centers for Disease
Control,32 these incidents are associated with
higher risk of poor mental and physical health
outcomes, and it places children at far higher
risk of learning and behavioral problems.33 In
school-age children, for example, ACEs have
been associated with chronic absenteeism—a
predictive factor for leaving school.34 Research
has also established a link between traumatic
experiences in elementary children (grades

2 – 5) and reading achievement,35 as well as
student learning, discipline, and performance.
For example, traumatized children are 2.5 times
more likely to fail a grade.36 They are more likely
to score below grade level on achievement test
scores,37 have receptive or expressive language
difficulties,38 and be suspended, expelled, and/
or designated for special education services.39

Adolescence represents a key window of
opportunity to ameliorate the short- and longerterm impacts of trauma and positively alter the
life course trajectory.

Early
Death

Death

ACEs Pyramid
Disease, Disability,
& Social Problems
Adoption of Health-Risk Behavior
Social, Emotional, & Cognitive Impairment
Disrupted Neurodevelopment
Adverse Childhood Experiences
Social Conditions / Local Context
Generational Embodiment / Historical Trauma

Conception

Mechanism by which Adverse Childhood Experiences
Influence Health and Well-being Throughout the Lifespan
The ACE Pyramid, Adverse Childhood Experiences Presentation Graphics, available at https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/
childabuseandneglect/acestudy/ace-graphics.html (last reviewed Mar. 27, 2019).
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In addition to affecting educational attainment,
educators often fail to recognize traumatic
symptoms and, instead, respond punitively.
For example, girls, especially girls of color, may
be punished for truancy, or for behavior that
is interpreted as acting out, disrespectful, or
defiant—all of which may be expressive of
trauma—by being disciplined or even referred
to law enforcement, which further pushes
them away from school, rather than providing
support and healing.40 In addition, according
to experts, lack of school connectedness can
result from “assault and harassment in school
and counseling needs that are overlooked
by schools.”41 Indeed, schools typically lack
adequate resources to identify and address
trauma, especially in schools in which girls
of color represent a significant proportion
of the student body.42 In response to this
challenge, the National Women’s Law Center has
recommended training for educators and staff
“to recognize signs of trauma that may underlie
perceived ‘defiant’ or ‘disrespectful’ behavior,
understand the effects of trauma on children,
and learn ways to appropriately address trauma
and not re-victimize students.”43

School connectedness and positive perceptions
of school climate, though beneficial for all
students, may be even more critical for students
at risk for negative outcomes. This is particularly
important given the prevalence of trauma among
marginalized girls in schools.

Stark gender disparities exist in children’s
experiences of trauma and chronic toxic stress,
especially for girls of color and girls who are
LGBTQ or gender nonconforming. Studies
indicate that girls tend to have higher ACE
scores than boys, and that the forms of trauma
they experience are unique to their gender.44
For example, girls more often report sexual
abuse, sexual assault, and physical punishment
compared to their male counterparts.45 Girls
also face unique forms of trauma, chronic stress,
and intersectional discrimination based on their
race and gender.46 Girls’ responses to trauma
also are distinct from boys. They are significantly
more likely to meet criteria for symptoms of
post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, and
suicidality, for example.47
Schools are increasingly implementing
trauma-informed practices to address such
social-emotional and mental health needs.48
Researchers examining emotional and health
disparities for students, in particular, suggest
that trauma-informed approaches may reduce
a range of educational disparities and positively
affect academic and behavioral outcomes.49
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Building a Culture of Health in Schools:
Advancing Health Equity Through Restorative Justice

T

o begin building a path toward greater
school connectedness for marginalized
girls, solutions must focus on transforming
schools into sites of wellbeing in two key ways.
Schools must reduce reliance on exclusionary
discipline and simultaneously increase school
connectedness. RJ can help achieve these goals.

Restorative
Justice

School
Connectedness

Since the 1990s, use of RJ practices in schools
has rapidly grown. First implemented in
small pilot programs to address school safety,
student disengagement, and ineffective
punitive discipline, RJ has moved from the
periphery to the center of evidence-based
interventions in education policy and practice.50
There is no universal definition of RJ practices,
but a consensus exists among academics,
practitioners, educators, and policymakers that
they reflect a core set of values: connectedness,
positive relationships, accountability, and
individual and community wellbeing.51 Across
the country, teachers, administrators, staff,
students, parents, and community-based
practitioners have implemented RJ as a
continuum of formal and informal practices.52

Educational
Attainment
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Whole-school approaches are widely accepted as
the most successful RJ intervention model. They
seek to develop and enhance relational ecology at
each level to support the entire community.53

Over the last two decades, most research
has focused on the effectiveness of RJ as an
alternative to traditional exclusionary school
discipline. In this context, RJ has been positioned
as a remedy to the far-reaching consequences
of zero-tolerance policies and the school-toprison pipeline. Studies of schools across the
country have validated that the implementation
of RJ can reduce reliance on punitive practices,54
replace zero-tolerance policies,55 address high
rates of disproportionality in school discipline,56
mitigate the far-reaching negative consequences
of exclusionary discipline,57 and decrease
youth entry into the school-to-prison pipeline.58
Multiple studies have confirmed that RJ
decreases rates of office referrals,59 suspensions,
and expulsions,60 improves classroom behavior,61
and lowers rates of misbehavior and incidents.62
A multi-year analysis of RJ in Minnesota public
schools, for example, showed 45 percent
reduction in behavior-related referrals and 63
percent reduction in suspensions.63

A Whole-School Model
of Restorative Justice
Rebuilding
Relationships

Tertiary

Repairing
Relationships

Secondary

Re-affirming Relationships Through
Developing Social and Emotional Skills

Primary or Universal

A whole school model of restorative justice. Adapted from Brenda Morrison,
Restoring Safe School Communities (Federation Press 2007).
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Bridging the Gap: Restorative Justice,
School Connectedness, and Health Equity

P

ublic health researchers are clear
that practices and policies that
improve school connectedness64 help
children and adolescents “avoid behaviors
that risk adverse health and educational
outcomes.”65 RJ is a critical means of achieving
that goal. While RJ has been proven successful
as an alternative to exclusionary discipline, it

must also be understood as an integral part of
advancing health equity for marginalized girls.
Yet RJ literature has overlooked key connections
to health and health equity.66 The relationship
between RJ and increased school connectedness,
which can in turn lead to educational attainment
and health outcomes, should be elevated and
examined in future studies.

Case Study:
Oakland Public Schools
A longitudinal analysis of RJ in multiple schools in the Oakland Unified School District found that
RJ reduced suspensions and the discipline gap, improved academic outcomes, and promoted
students building “caring relationships with adults, and with other peers.”67 Approximately 70
percent of staff surveyed reported that RJ improved climate and 67 percent of students felt that
RJ improved their emotional and social skills.68
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Social-Emotional Skills
Researchers have identified RJ approaches as playing a crucial role in the social-emotional
development of students,69 which plays a complementary role to school connectedness. RJ’s
core values (e.g., relationality, self-awareness, accountability, and conflict resolution skills),
practices (e.g., tiered interventions and curriculum), and policies (e.g., non-exclusion) are directly
related to building social-emotional skills and “establish[ing] a non-authoritarian culture of
high expectations with high levels of support that emphasizes doing things with someone as
opposed to doing things to or for someone.”70 This approach emphasizes the development of
inter- and intra-personal skills, as well as positive conflict resolution and responsible decisionmaking. RJ’s building of social-emotional capacities includes promoting students’ self-awareness,
self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making.71 These
skills provide the essential architecture both for students’ school success72 and their long-term
health and wellbeing, “lay[ing] the foundation for healthy relationships and the prevention of
adverse outcomes including poor health.”73

RJ improves school connectedness in multiple
ways. First, RJ develops positive adult and peerto-peer relationships.74

“Circle helped me be my best self. I came a long
way and without it I don’t know where I would
be! It’s a chance to connect with others & become
understanding before judging.”
Hydeia F.

For example, in a study of teacher integration
of classroom-based RJ practices, researchers
surveyed 412 high school students across
29 classrooms and found that studentteacher relationships were improved.75 In a
K-3 elementary school, teachers reported
that implementation of RJ supported the
“develop[ment] of authentic relationships
with their students based on mutuality” and
improved relationships with families.76 In a multiyear case study of whole-school RJ, students
reported that RJ promoted shared community
values that fostered connectedness with
peers and feelings of belonging, agency, and
resilience.77 Additionally, a 2018 randomized
controlled trial of RJ implementation found
that two-thirds of teachers utilizing RJ reported
stronger relationships with students.78
Second, RJ supports improved self-regulation,
increased accountability and autonomy,79 and
improved conflict resolution skills,80 all of which
act as important buffers for children against
poor short- and long-term health outcomes.
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“The circle process has taught me patience when
facilitating conflict [resolution]. I have learned
to be mindful of how I am affected and how my
words or actions may affect others inside / outside
of the circle. Sitting in a shared space with others
has given me self-control—I hold the space and
listen.”

Additionally, the study found that teachers
felt RJ created opportunities for “increased
communication and healthier relationships
among each other”91 rather than being limited
to “classroom management or discipline
contexts.”92 The strong value of RJ at all levels
of the school contributed to staff’s sense that
they were “increasingly able to respond to the
contemporary demands of teaching.”93

Paris T.
For example, in a four-school case study in New
York middle and high schools, researchers found
that RJ contributed to increased sense of student
autonomy and agency leading to increased
positive decision-making.81 Additionally, the
study found that RJ promoted social awareness
and cultural competence among students and
staff.82 Similarly, results from an evaluation of
a restorative circles program in a high school
identified six key themes: ownership of the
process, interrupting the school-to-prison
pipeline, improved relationships, prevention
of destructive ways of engaging in conflict,
meaningful dialogue, and academic and social
achievements.83 All of these skills help to develop
prosocial behaviors and decrease emotional
distress, which in turn supports educational
success and positive health and wellbeing.
Third, RJ also strengthens school climate,84 a
core foundation for school connectedness.85
Supportive school climates are associated
with a range of positive outcomes, including
decreased behavioral and emotional issues,86
improved academic performance,87 positive staff
relationships and job satisfaction,88 and parent
and family engagement in the schools.89 In a
study of RJ in a small urban high school, students
identified self-efficacy, conflict resolution
skills, and leadership development (e.g., socialemotional competencies) as outcomes of RJ.90

Whether viewed through an analysis of
independent or cumulative indicators, RJ
supports the development of key “resiliencebuilding strategies” at both the individual and
school-level,94 which is especially important for
addressing symptoms of trauma, heightened
feelings of disconnection, and experiences of
school exclusion. The National Association of
School Psychologists has, in fact, recommended
the implementation of RJ as an important means
of creating trauma-informed schools.95
To maximize the potential of RJ to improve the
educational experience of marginalized girls and
ultimately support positive health outcomes,
the integration of gender-responsive96 and/
or gender-specific97 frameworks is essential.
Although an understudied area in the field,
early findings indicate that gender-specific
RJ can provide girls with a safe space for
the development of healthy peer-to-peer
relationships and improved listening, anger
management, and empathic skills—all of which
support greater self-efficacy and emotional
literacy. For example, a two-year ethnographic
study of weekly talking circles with adolescent
girls in an urban public high school revealed
two key outcomes. First, girls felt an increased
sense of safety within the school community.
Second, girls identified the circles as promoting
refined anger management, active listening, and
interpersonal sensitivity.98
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Sharleene’s Story
I entered the Restorative Practice class at
the Alliance School by “accident.” I was 16
years old, caring for my father whom I had
not been with on a regular basis since I was
six. With everything that was going on in my
life, I did not pay attention to my health and
wellbeing.
After a week of being in the class, I was a
bit anxious, but was drawn to the work. It
connected to something inside me that I
knew was there, but never acknowledged.
My teacher, Heather, invited me to stay in
the class, because she believes that people
come to circle for a reason.
Initially I found the circle welcoming and
intense. The other students were able to
be themselves and an intentional space
was held for all of their stories. I could feel
everyone else’s energy. Even though it was
overwhelming, I was able to share my story
and listen to others. I realized that I was
not alone and learned from the stories that
others shared. In circle, I learned how to
work through my emotions by telling my
story and through my art.

Circle helped me to see myself, and I learned
to sit with who I was and began to learn to
release what did not belong to her.
When my father passed, what I felt in circle
helped me let go of what I could not control.
And showed me that it was okay and that I
could be present with whatever I was feeling.
I allowed myself to grieve, as I needed.
Four years after graduating, I have reflected
on the way that Jill (my art teacher) and
Heather (my restorative justice teacher)
have guided my process—I express myself
through art and storytelling.
Circle taught me to take care of myself, to
accept where I am in each moment, and
to listen to myself when making decisions
rather than being swayed by culture and the
opinions of others.
I am determined to defy self-described
stereotypes about Puerto Rican women,
such as dependence on a man for my
identity and my livelihood. I am seeking my
own passions—making art and creating a
unique way forward.
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Recommendations

A

growing body of research supports the
importance of multi-tiered systems of
support within school to strengthen
educational attainment. However, more
research and advocacy is needed to ensure
that marginalized girls are at the forefront of
practice and policy. School-based RJ is an evergrowing set of practices that offers the promise
of increased school connectedness and, as
a result, improved health outcomes. While
understudied, the implementation of genderresponsive and trauma-informed RJ can create
educational contexts in which marginalized
girls, who are particularly vulnerable to school
disconnection, can thrive. As policy, practice, and
research grow, the links between RJ and health
equity can become more widely understood
and implemented, and RJ practices can become
more responsive to children’s unique identities
and experiences.

Policy. Improving health outcomes through
RJ requires a dual policy approach: reducing
punitive school discipline policies and
implementing whole-school RJ models.
Currently, more than ten states have enacted
legislation formalizing RJ as a preferred
discipline response over zero-tolerance punitive
practices,99 and there is a growing trend to
integrate RJ in discipline code policies, student
codes of conduct, practice guides, and other
policies.100 States should also take an active
role in supporting implementation of these
policies by providing funding and technical
assistance including model discipline policies
and professional development. To address
the distinct needs of girls, policymakers should
further mandate trauma-informed, culturally
competent, and gender-responsive forms of
restorative approaches.
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Practice. Schools considering the adoption
of RJ should strive to implement whole-school
models to provide a multi-tiered and integrated
approach to addressing discipline, academic
success, and health and wellbeing. There is
growing consensus in the field that whole-school
models represent best practice. Whole-school
models not only expand positive outcomes
of RJ outside the disciplinary context, but also
engage all members of the school community.
Students, teachers, administrators, and parents
alike can benefit from increased connectedness,
social capital, positive school climate, and
improved relationships. Intentionally creating
opportunities for meaningful engagement at
levels—including staff, students, administrators,
and parents—is an ongoing, critical component
of RJ implementation. To sustain RJ, there must
also be increased opportunities for professional
development for all staff — administrators
to paraprofessionals to teachers. In doing
so, schools should maintain a special focus
on developing gender-responsive RJ that is
culturally responsive and trauma-informed to
address marginalized girls’ distinct strengths and
needs.

Research. There is limited research on the
explicit links between RJ and health equity. This
is a missed opportunity. New research, including
experimental pilots, randomized controlled
trials, impact analyses, and longitudinal studies,
will not only greatly enhance the evidence base,
but guide educators in effectively implementing
RJ practices. Future studies should not only
examine RJ as a stand-alone policy or program,
but also the use of RJ integrated with other
multi-tiered systems such as social-emotional
learning. Assessing the success of processes of
implementation, using examples of sustained
RJ programs, is also essential to building a
stronger body of knowledge. Further, research is
needed to measure the effects of implementing
trauma-informed and culturally responsive
RJ. Key lessons learned may help guide future
implementation and assessment. Lastly,
researchers should apply a public health lens to
RJ to advance a larger health justice framework.
Examining RJ as solely a discipline response has
limited growth of the field. Instead, RJ research
should strive to elevate how educational
environments can create opportunities for
students to be as healthy as possible, including
more effective and appropriate responses
to issues specific to intersectional identities.
Research across all of these areas will support
the development of more equitable policies and
the implementation of such policies and healing
approaches.
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Conclusion

E

ducational attainment is a key factor
in improving the health and wellbeing
of girls. Although no single program or
practice can accomplish this goal alone, RJ is one
key promising approach.

Grounded in relational theory—and developed
as a multi-tiered system of support—the
evidence base for RJ has grown exponentially
over the last decade. Studies have validated
outcomes in the areas of school connectedness,
school climate and safety, peer relationships,
conflict resolution skills, accountability and
autonomy, academic performance, and socialemotional skills. Implementation of wholeschool RJ aims to create opportunities for
students to affirmatively strengthen their assets
and skills, rather than responding to their lived
experiences as deficits.

Yet the potential of RJ is far from being realized.
In schools that do not yet implement RJ, the
focus should be on strategic implementation
with short- and long-term goals. Among the
growing number of schools that already have
RJ, there should be increased attention on
sustainability, scaling up to whole-school
implementation, and gender-specific initiatives.
Girls face a distinct set of factors inside and
outside the classroom that may negatively
influence their connections with peers and
teachers and lead to disengagement, and even
leaving school. New research should be coupled
with policy changes to decrease the risk of
girls entering the school-to-prison pipeline or
becoming increasingly disconnected with their
school community and ultimately dropping out.
We all have a role to play in advancing health
equity for future generations. The Center on
Poverty and Inequality is working to ensure
that all children, with special attention to
marginalized girls, have an equal opportunity to
live the healthiest life possible. This goal cannot
be reached unless we increase our focus on
transforming schools into places of academic
achievement grounded in best practices to
support the health and wellbeing of girls.
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