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This analysis is a policy resource to expand public access to information on trends in 

state education laws and to inform policymakers, community leaders, and 
practitioners about new legal developments affecting restorative justice practices and 
programs in K–12 schools. It presents analysis of 52 laws passed in 22 jurisdictions 
from 2020–2026. Although legislative approaches differ in scope and function, the 

research confirms continued legislative support for restorative justice practices in K-
12 schools, even amid local and national efforts to return to zero tolerance and 

punitive discipline.1 
 

 

 
Introduction 

 
Education is a foundational determinant of development that shapes outcomes 
across people’s lives, from early childhood through adulthood.2 However, research 
shows the positive benefits of education are not distributed equally among children, 
in particular for students who experience removal from their learning environments 
through exclusionary disciplinary practices such as suspensions and expulsions.3 
Exclusionary discipline significantly reduces instructional time, weakens student–
teacher relationships, and disrupts academic continuity4, and for children who are 
repeatedly excluded from the classroom they are more likely to fall behind 
academically, disengage from school, and experience lower rates of graduation.5  
 
Given its broad influence across 
developmental, economic, health, and civic 
domains, education law and policy serve as 
critical levers for improving both childhood 
well-being and long-term community 
outcomes. Investments in equitable, high-
quality education systems coupled with 
reforms that reduce reliance on exclusionary 

Exclusionary discipline 
disproportionately affects students 
from marginalized racial and 
socioeconomic backgrounds, reinforcing 
inequities in educational attainment 
and long-term opportunity. For the last 
50 years data have shown that Black 
students are punished more harshly 
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disciplinary practices are a core core strategy 
for advancing equity and social development 
across generations.  
 
The use of restorative justice—also defined as 
restorative approaches, restorative practices, 
and restorative justice education—has 
expanded significantly within a larger 
comprehensive school discipline reform 
movement that recognizes the immediate and 
long-term negative effects of exclusionary 
school discipline6 and persistence of 
racialized disparities.7 

than their white peers—experiencing 
suspension and expulsions at 
significantly higher rates across 
different regions, grade levels, and 
types of schools.8 For example, Black 
preschoolers are 2.8 times more likely 
to have been suspended out of school 
and 2.4 times more likely to have been 
expelled.9 Black elementary school 
students also experience increased 
punishment and exclusion and are 5.0 
times more likely to have been 
suspended out of school.10 

 
Since the 1990s, restorative justice has been 

widely implemented in K-12 schools across the country as 
an educational equity framework to address the harms and 

disparities of exclusionary discipline practices. 
 
Restorative practices are designed to build a strong sense of community in schools, 
to teach interpersonal skills, to repair harm when conflict occurs, and to proactively 
meet students’ needs—including those that result from trauma in or outside of 
school.11 Studies of restorative practices have evidenced positive outcomes in school 
climate, school safety, school connectedness, peer relationships, social engagement 
and resilience, student misbehavior, and reduced suspensions and expulsions.12 For 
example, a recent study found that, increasing access to restorative practices during 
the transition from 5th to 6th grade positively improved standardized test 
performance in both English language arts and mathematics.”13 
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To support the adoption and implementation of restorative justice, K-12 education 
leaders and policymakers have 
designed local policies to guide 
the use of restorative practices 
across school setting, including 
in student codes of conduct and 
discipline policies. 
 
Legislatures have also 
promoted and supported the 
development of restorative 
justice through state law.15 A 
2020 national systematic 
review found 21 states and the District of Columbia had enacted 38 laws to support 
restorative justice education, including provisions related to implementation, 
training, funding, and data collection.16  
 

Findings 
 

Laws analyzed in this research brief were collected using Westlaw as a primary aggregator 
using an confirmed open coding process for K-12 based restorative justice17  over the defined 
six-year period for 51 jurisdictions (e.g., 50 states and the District of Columbia). Results were 
consolidated and comparatively analyzed with prior studies.   

 
As of April 2026, the national legislative scheme supporting restorative justice in K-
12 schools includes 52 laws in 21 states and the District of Columbia. In the most 
recent six-year period (2020-2026) eighteen laws have been passed, amended or 
repealed in nine jurisdictions (Figure 1). The laws vary in form and effect and are 
represented in four primary categories (Table 1):  
 
* Passage of new laws that promote the practice of restorative justice (9 laws, 6 

jurisdictions)18   
* Passage of amendments to existing restorative justice education laws that 

promote practice and implementation (6 laws, 4 jurisdictions)19   

In July 2025, the Illinois Board of Education 
issued guidances that reinforce the need to 
reduce reliance on exclusionary discipline 
techniques and continue to implement field-
based best practices to provide safe and 
supportive environments for students and 
educators. In the same month, the California 
School Boards Association released field guides 
to advance and maintain equitable and 
supportive discipline, including key decisions 
that school boards can make.14 
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* Passage of amendments to existing restorative justice education laws that 
reduce practice and implementation (2 laws, 2 jurisdictions)20  

* Recission of existing restorative justice education laws (2 laws, 2 jurisdictions)21   
 

Figure 1. Changes in Restorative Justice Education Laws 2020 to 2026 

 
 
 

Table 1. Categories of Restorative Justice Education Laws 
 
Categories Sub-categories Jurisdiction 
New + Definitional, implementation 

infrastructure  
 

California, Connecticut, 
Maryland, Nevada, 
Ohio, Washington D.C. 

Amended + Definitional, implementation 
infrastructure 

California, Maryland, 
Nevada, Pennslyvania 

Amended -  Removal of reference to “restorative 
practices” (Louisiana) and “restorative 
justice” (Indiana) 

Indiana, Louisiana 
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Recission Removal of all funding for professional 
development on restorative justice in K-
12 schools 

Indiana, Washington 
D.C. 

 
The implementation infrastructure subcategory in Table 1 includes laws that provide funding for 
restorative justice programs and professional development,22 promote professional development,23 
establish accountability measures,24 and develop restorative justice frameworks.25 
 

Key Takeaways 
 
* States legislatures continue to expand support for restorative justice as an 

evidence-based educational practice.26  
* New restorative justice education laws primarily focus on (1) definitions and (2) 

infrastructure development (e.g., training, accountability, and guidance). 
* Two new states enacted laws  

• Connecticut mandates professional development in restorative justice and 
culturally responsive pedagogy and practice for school personnel.27 

• Ohio establishes accountability measures to track restorative practices “in 
response to disruptive behaviors” and develop “evidence-based and evidence-
informed strategies, practices, and content for use of restorative practices in 
K-12.28  

* Law limiting restorative justice are limited in scope, primarily involving reduced 
funding, professional development, or removal of terminology from education 
codes  
• No laws eliminate of existing K–12 restorative justice programs 

 
About the Center for Racial and Economic Justice at UC Law SF: The Center for 
Racial and Economic Justice (CREJ) works to advance equity and justice through legal 
education, research and scholarship, and academic-community partnerships and 
collaborations. To learn more about CREJ, 
visit: https://www.uclawsf.edu/academics/centers/center-racial-economic-justice/.  
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