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Overview 
 
In 2018, with the support of the Hartford Foundation for Public Giving, the Center for 
Children’s Advocacy (CCA) began a multi-year project to bring restorative justice 
programming into secure facilities used for youth in Connecticut’s juvenile justice system and 
adult criminal justice system. Since that time, CCA has partnered with the Center for 
Restorative Justice at Suffolk University to develop and implement restorative practices in the 
state’s two secure juvenile detention facilities, which are operated by the Judicial Branch, and 
the secure facility that houses youth under 18 who are charged and sentenced in the adult 
criminal justice system, which is operated by the Department of Correction (DOC).  
 
One of CCA’s original goals in partnering with the Center for Restorative Justice was to 
introduce the use of restorative practices to reduce the number of disciplinary incidents in 
each facility. These include incidents involving altercations between youth and altercations 
between youth and staff, both of which can result in the use of force, the use of isolation, and 
other responses that can result in longer or more restrictive confinement of youth. CCA also 
sought to evaluate the implementation of the impact of restorative practices more generally, 
including on youth, staff, and the agencies responsible for operating those facilities. With the 
support of the Hartford Foundation for Public Giving, CCA entered into an agreement with 
the Center for Children’s Law and Policy (CCLP) to conduct such an evaluation. 
 
By way of background, the Center for Children’s Law and Policy is a national public interest 
law and policy organization focused on the reform of juvenile justice and other systems that 
affect vulnerable children, and the protection of the rights of children in those systems. 
CCLP’s staff work to help jurisdictions throughout the country make their juvenile justice 
systems more equitable and effective. Over the last 15 years, CCLP has worked on reforms in 
32 states and the District of Columbia. CCLP has played a leading role in the largest juvenile 
justice reform initiatives in the country, including the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s Juvenile 
Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI) and the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur 
Foundation’s Models for Change Initiative. CCLP has significant expertise in conditions of 
confinement, including as the coordinator of a national campaign to end the use of isolation 
in facilities that house youth, Stop Solitary for Kids.  
 
As outlined in more detail in the Methodology section, this evaluation captures CCLP’s 
observations and assessments related to two primary questions:  
 

1. What were the strengths and challenges of the implementation of restorative 
justice practices in Judicial Branch and Department of Correction facilities? 
 

2. What are the key lessons learned for agencies and facilities looking to replicate 
the implementation of restorative practices in youth facilities? 
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Methodology 
 
As part of CCLP’s evaluation of the implementation of restorative practices in Judicial Branch 
and DOC facilities, CCLP gathered quantitative and qualitative information through a range of 
activities, including:  
 

(1) Reviewing the activities, timelines, and outcome measures proposed by CCA as part of 
its application for funding from the Hartford Foundation for Public Giving. 
 

(2) Conducting numerous stakeholder interviews and meetings with staff at CCA, the 
Center for Restorative Justice, the Judicial Branch, the DOC, as well as with young 
people in facilities where restorative practices had been implemented. 
  

(3) Assisting with the development of standardized data reports on the Judicial Branch’s 
implementation of restorative practices, along with related outcome indicators, that 
are disaggregated by race and ethnicity. 
 

(4) Reviewing quantitative data provided by the Judicial Branch regarding the 
implementation of and outcomes associated with the use of restorative practices.  
 

(5) Reviewing other documentation provided by individuals related to the 
implementation of restorative practices in the Judicial Branch and DOC facilities 
housing youth. 
 

(6) Reviewing available information on the implementation of restorative practices in 
facilities that house youth beyond the work in Connecticut to provide additional 
context for this evaluation. 

 
As one would expect, COVID-19 heavily impacted the implementation of restorative practices 
during the evaluation. In addition to significant reductions in youth populations in facilities 
during the pandemic, public health precautions made it impossible to continue the use of 
restorative practices during periods of the pandemic as planned (e.g., the inability to gather in 
circles; suspending the use of a talking piece as a precautionary measure). As addressed in 
more detail in the evaluation, this makes it impossible to draw firm conclusions regarding the 
impact of restorative practices on certain outcome measures, such as reductions in 
disciplinary incidents or uses of force. However, the evaluation does reference descriptive 
data when appropriate to illustrate aspects of the implementation of restorative practices. 
 
The pandemic also impacted this evaluation, with all interviews and focus groups conducted 
virtually. While CCLP was not able to conduct on-site visits as originally planned, we 
appreciate the efforts made by all to accommodate requests for information and scheduling 
of interviews at each facility. Through those efforts, and the activities described above, we 
believe this evaluation reflects an honest and accurate assessment of the strengths, 
challenges, and lessons learned from this work.   
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What were the strengths and challenges of the 
implementation of restorative justice practices in 
Judicial Branch and Department of Correction 
facilities? 
 

 
Strengths 
 
CCLP identified many strengths associated with the implementation of restorative practices in 
Judicial Branch and DOC facilities, as outlined in the seven areas below.  
 

1. The “insider-outsider” partnership among CCA, the Center for Restorative Justice 
at Suffolk University, and the two state agencies has successfully embedded 
restorative practices into secure youth facilities – a remarkable achievement, 
given that such practices that are rarely found in these types of facilities. This 
innovation has contributed to positive changes in culture and perspectives 
about working with youth.  

 
The partnership among CCA, the Center for Restorative Justice at Suffolk University, and their 
stage agency partners, the Judicial Branch and the DOC, has led to the integration of 
restorative practices in both agencies’ secure youth facilities. A list of all of the activities 
involved in the successful implementation of these practices is beyond the scope of this 
evaluation. However, the fact that restorative practices were successfully introduced and 
continue to be used today is a remarkable achievement.  
 
For one, correctional settings are often closed environments, with limited partnerships with 
outside organizations. In this case, though, both agencies welcomed CCA and the Center for 
Restorative Justice as partners in their efforts, developing a level of trust and coordination 
that contributed to the successful implementation of restorative practices. This is a significant 
innovation that has led to many positive changes in culture and work with young people, as 
described in more detail throughout this evaluation. 
 
Both agencies embraced the training and support provided the Center for Restorative Justice. 
The Center for Restorative Justice provided initial training for both agencies on restorative 
practices – training that agency officials stated was incredibly valuable in building a 
foundation for implementation of restorative practices in their facilities. The Center for 
Restorative Justice also provided direct training and support to CCA. Partnering with the 
Center for Restorative Justice to provide this support to CCA has helped embed the capacity 
to support both agencies’ work over the long run, as opposed to having the support and 
technical assistance end as part of a discrete initiative.  
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Additionally, the introduction of restorative practices, such as talking circles, is significant, as 
practices are not commonly used in secure youth facilities. Those interviewed outlined the 
benefits that have come from the use of restorative practices in Judicial Branch and DOC 
facilities, many of which are discussed in this evaluation. However, many also noted that 
introducing such a practice required willingness to embrace a new idea and approach in what 
are otherwise highly structured and routinized settings. As one individual noted, “if you’ve 
been doing things one way for 20 years, it isn’t easy to change.” Others noted that some 
front-line staff were skeptical of introducing a new practice. However, one individual noted 
that they were able to work with that skepticism to build up willingness to consider 
restorative practices, noting that “If you’ve said that things haven’t gotten any better after all 
the years you’ve worked here, isn’t that a reason to try something different?” 
 
Finally, every official interviewed agreed that but for the partnership with CCA and the Center 
for Restorative Justice, the implementation of restorative practices would not have been 
successful. First and foremost, officials recognized that CCA was able to bring in resources and 
training that otherwise would not have been available to them, particularly the training 
offered by the Center for Restorative Justice.  
 
Individuals also noted that the staff support from CCA, including the direct assistance from 
CCA’s restorative justice coordinator and the continued push to troubleshoot and overcome 
challenges from CCA’s executive director, was integral to the initiative’s success in both 
agencies. Those interviewed valued the coaching, coordination, and support that CCA was 
able to provide throughout the process, with many saying they wished for even more support 
and continued partnership to deepen their work in restorative practices, as discussed later in 
this evaluation. Individuals also recognized the value of having an outside entity hold them 
accountable for troubleshooting and continuing to make progress, particularly when 
challenges arose, emphasizing another benefit of the “insider-outsider” approach to 
implementation.  
 

2. CCA’s overarching plan for the implementation of restorative practices, 
including trainings, direct technical assistance with implementation, and 
facilitated stakeholder groups promoted buy-in and ownership of restorative 
practices within the Judicial Branch and DOC. This overarching plan has also led 
to the expansion of the use of restorative practices within both agencies and .  

 
The work to implement restorative practices in the secure facilities operated by the Judicial 
Branch and DOC is just one part of a broader goal of CCA to embed restorative practices and 
principles throughout the entire continuum of facilities and services for youth in 
Connecticut’s justice system. As noted above, the work of CCA and the Center for Restorative 
Justice has led to successful implementation of restorative practices in the three facilities that 
were the primary focus of this evaluation. However, the approach adopted by CCA has also 
built a foundation for the expansion of restorative practices to other facilities and other state 
agencies. This approach incorporated (1) introduction of new training opportunities on 
restorative principles and practices, (2) direct technical assistance from CCA in the facilities’ 
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implementation work, and (3) CCA’s coordination of regular stakeholder convenings to share 
promising practices and troubleshoot challenges.  
 
As mentioned above, individuals emphasized the value of the Judicial Branch and DOC’s 
partnership with CCA and the Center for Restorative Justice, which individuals believed was 
integral to the project’s success. From the very beginning of the project, the Judicial Branch 
and DOC’s senior leadership made clear commitments to the implementation of restorative 
practices and communicated that to staff. This included helping to ensure that all levels of 
staff, particularly senior leadership, managers and supervisors, and direct care staff, received 
training in the principles of restorative practices.  
 
In addition to the value of the training opportunities created through the project, many 
individuals noted that the direct support and assistance with implementation from CCA and 
staff leading implementation within each agency was integral to making restorative practices 
an operational reality. Again, the fact that both agencies had integrated restorative practices 
into day-to-day operations is no small achievement, as many types of programming and 
initiatives have challenges integrating into the highly structured and generally rigid 
constraints associated with a secure facility. Moreover, introducing new programming that 
requires a shift in perspective and culture requires a long-term and sustained commitment.  
 
Those interviewed for this evaluation made it clear that senior leadership recognized this fact 
and were, therefore, willing to work through challenges that arose along the way. However, 
those interviewed also noted the value of the direct support and assistance from CCA for each 
facility during the project. This includes ensuring that the facilities did not completely lose the 
institutional knowledge and practices during the pandemic, which led to significant 
disruptions and challenges. Both agencies deserve significant praise for their efforts sustain 
this work during a time when many other facilities abandoned much of their programming 
altogether.  
 
While those interviewed praised senior agency leadership for their commitment to the 
project, many also noted that the project’s approach also allowed for facility-level flexibility 
and ownership of the day-to-day implementation. Individuals highlighted the importance of 
this approach, as it helped counter a common source of staff resistance to new initiatives: a 
feeling that a program or initiative is a mandate made from on high without staff members 
having a say. Individuals noted that each facility was presented with the broad charge of 
implementing restorative practices, but that it was up to implementation teams to figure out 
what would work best from an operational perspective. The direct support provided by CCA 
to these implementation teams to help operationalize their goals was integral to the project’s 
success. 
 
Additionally, facility administrators and agency officials coordinating this work actively 
sought to include staff member input about changes that could be made to incorporate 
restorative practices (vs. simply requiring certain changes as a matter of policy). For example, 
after staff had received training on restorative principles and practices, one administrator 
noted having a conversation with staff about what they liked about the training and how they 
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could modify their policies to reflect what they liked. This approach generated more staff buy-
in for changes that were ultimately made, as they emerged from those conversations as 
opposed to being issued in a top-down directive. Others noted that the trainings helped spur 
other conversations about how facilities could make existing approaches more restorative 
(e.g., the disciplinary process). Affording facilities this level of flexibility appears to have 
increased buy-in of restorative practices.  
 
Finally, CCA structured the project to include regular stakeholder convenings among agency 
partners to promote the sharing of information as each facility worked on implementation of 
restorative practices. Individuals noted that these meetings were important opportunities to 
share successful implementation strategies and troubleshoot challenges, as well as lift up  
new ideas regarding restorative justice implementation. This shared space was also cited by 
many as a source of ongoing support and encouragement, and an important vehicle for 
ensuring that implementation remained a priority among the many other priorities each 
facility had. As noted below, CCA also planned for and promoted youth engagement in these 
stakeholder meetings – a notable achievement consistent with the growing calls for 
meaningful youth partnership and power-sharing.  
 
As described in more detail later in this evaluation, the structure for implementation outlined 
by CCA has built a foundation for expansion of restorative practices to other settings. These 
include other placements operated by the Judicial Branch, as well as facilities operated by the 
Department of Children and Families. Therefore, the stakeholder convenings initiated 
through this project have grown to include many additional individuals, which allows for 
wider sharing of knowledge of successful strategies to promote implementation of 
restorative practices. By creating a broad bench of support through this stakeholder group, 
CCA took an important step toward promoting the sustainability of this work, and advancing 
toward the ultimate vision of implementation of restorative practices for youth throughout 
the justice system continuum. 
 

3. The use of restorative practices has helped youth develop new strategies and 
tools to process emotions and approach conflicts and disagreements.  

 
Young people and others interviewed for this evaluation noted that the implementation of 
restorative practices in Judicial Branch and DOC facilities appeared to help young people 
manage conflict and regulate emotions while in a secure setting. Although the 
implementation of restorative practices varied somewhat across agencies, both DOC and the 
Judicial Branch introduced regular talking circles in their secure facilities. Staff and youth 
reported that the circles were helpful ways to process emotions and prior trauma. Others 
noted that the circles were a valuable forum to help discuss current events, including 
systemic racism, police misconduct, and the stresses associated with the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
Young people and officials also noted that the circle process demonstrated that individuals 
can disagree but still respect each other. Individuals felt that the implementation of circles 
lowered tension and contributed to a sense of community within the facilities. Multiple 
individuals noted that the circle process had helped resolve long-standing or chronic 
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problems on a living unit, such as a beef between two residents or bad feelings between a 
youth and a particular staff member. Even if circles were not used to address those issues 
directly, individuals felt that the process made it less likely for those feelings to result in a 
physical altercation.  
 
Additionally, many reported that they believed the circle process helped youth to see staff 
members as human beings, not just authority figures at the facility. While there were (and still 
are) staff who are less willing to open up during a circle, many shared the impact of powerful 
moments where staff members opened up about their past struggles and trauma. Although it 
is difficult to quantify the impact of this dynamic, many noted that the “humanizing” power of 
circles helped build a greater sense of community on a living unit. Others noted that the 
process itself of sitting in a circle “leveled the dynamic” and helped youth see staff members 
as individuals, not just authority figures, as all participants are subject to the same 
expectations while together.  
 
Many felt that youth were less likely to engage in assaultive behavior against other youth and 
staff members because of the relationship-building that has occurred during circles relative to 
the time prior to implementation of restorative practices. While both agencies have collected 
data related to the implementation of circles, including data around the occurrence of 
disciplinary incidents and other indicators, the disruption of the COVID-19 pandemic has 
made it impossible to draw any firm conclusions from those data. However, officials and staff 
at both agencies noted what they perceived to be a reduction in incidents following 
implementation of restorative practices.  
 
For example, DOC asked correctional officers to assess how many youth demonstrated 
changes in behaviors and changes in attitudes a few months after introducing circles. As 
illustrated in the charts below, correctional officers perceived that 62% of youth 
demonstrated better behavior and 48% demonstrated better attitudes as compared with 
their behavior and attitudes prior to introducing restorative practices. Again, while any data 
sets will have their limitations, the uniformity of perspectives demonstrate that the 
introduction of restorative practices has helped youth improve relationships between other 
youth and staff.  
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4. The implementation of restorative practices has helped staff members build 
more positive relationships with young people in their care and has helped 
introduce new skills and techniques for working with youth.  

 
Officials and staff members reported that the use of restorative practices, and talking circles in 
particular, contributed to the establishment of more positive relationships between staff 
members and young people in both facilities. To be sure, all interviewed noted that there 
were some staff members who did not buy into the use of restorative practices. However, 
each agency had staff and administrators who were bought in and serving as active 
participants in using restorative practices. Many noted that just as restorative practices 
seemed to humanize staff members for youth, it also helped humanize youth for staff 
members. As one individual noted, “You can forget how much these kids have gone through 
in their lives. Recognizing that helps you see their behaviors in a different way.”  
 
Officials at both agencies believed that the humanizing effect of restorative practices had led 
to a shift in how staff approached incidents. For example, some individuals noted shifts in the 
language used in incident reports becoming less punitive and more focused on providing 
context for an incident. Others believed that they saw staff citing youth less for minor 
misbehavior and responding to other incidents with less serious sanctions.  
 
The implementation of restorative practices has also given staff members new skills to work 
with and engage the youth in their care. Both agencies have staff members who have 
embraced the principles of restorative practices and actively lead efforts in their facilities. 
Leadership of both agencies intentionally cultivated this capacity, engaging those staff who 
were most open to using a new approach. However, it is also clear that staff have embraced 
this role. One example of this is staff responsible for facilitating circles actively developing 
new topics for discussion.  
 
Those interviewed also noted that the circle process seemed to have broader positive impacts 
on staff. These included having a space to discuss difficult issues and challenges from their 
own lives. Some interviewed reported staff members conducting circles amongst themselves, 
a clear sign that those staff members had seen the value in restorative practices. Indeed, 
Judicial Branch officials noted that staff had been interested in building circle time for staff 
members into a regular schedule. While gathering multiple staff in this way creates 
operational challenges for facilities, the request itself and the Judicial Branch leadership’s 
willingness to consider it is another strong sign of staff member buy-in to restorative 
practices.   
 

5. The introduction of restorative practices has promoted new youth engagement 
and partnership opportunities in both Judicial Branch and DOC facilities.  
 

Consistent with its organizational values, CCA actively involved youth in the design and 
implementation of restorative justice programming in both DOC and Judicial Branch facilities. 
Those interviewed agreed that CCA’s support for young people to be involved in both phases 
of the project was an important part of the project’s success. As an organization with 
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experience involving youth in systemic reform efforts, CCA was able to ensure that youth 
could be active participants in the process. This includes participation in the regular 
stakeholder meetings, which CCA prepares youth to participate in. CCA also ensures that 
youth from all facilities have an opportunity to participate by rotating youth participation 
among facilities. This level of youth engagement in the process of implementation of 
restorative practices was a significant strength, and it demonstrated CCA’s commitment to 
authentic and meaningful youth engagement and partnership.  
 
Additionally, the implementation of restorative practices themselves have led to additional 
youth engagement and partnership opportunities in both facilities. For example, in both DOC 
and Judicial Branch facilities, youth have had opportunities to lead circles, either at their 
request or at the encouragement of a staff member. Many individuals reported the pride that 
youth would take in facilitating a discussion among their peers and staff members. While not 
all youth ultimately assume that role, individuals noted that the opportunity signaled a level 
of trust from staff toward young people – trust that is not always easy to demonstrate in a 
secure setting. Others noted that this trust included a willingness to take on difficult and 
controversial topics during circles, such as racism, police brutality, and gang violence. While 
some facilities attempt to limit conversations on such topics out of a fear of agitating or 
angering youth, both DOC and the Judicial Branch demonstrated a level of trust by 
embracing those topics.  
 
Additionally, the implementation of restorative practices has also influenced implementation 
of new Youth Councils in both Judicial Branch secure facilities. The creation of the Youth 
Councils was required by a 2016 change to Connecticut law, spearheaded by CCA, that 
requires child care facilities with the capacity to house ten or more youth to have a youth 
council in place.1 In the Judicial Branch secure detention facilities Youth Councils are weekly 
meetings where young people in each facility come together to meet with facility leadership 
to discuss any issues at the detention center, including any suggestions or recommendations. 
Notably, the Youth Councils are conducted in a circle format, providing another opportunity 
to reflect restorative principles and practices. Administrators reported the benefit of hearing 
young people’s perspectives on a regular basis, noting that a number of changes and 
programming ideas were introduced because of recommendations made by youth. 
Individuals also reported the value of having young people see their recommendations 
implemented. The chart below illustrates the number of Youth Council meetings completed 
in each detention facility.  
 
While facility administrators have not agreed to every recommendation made through the 
Youth Council process, individuals noted that youth took pride in seeing adults act on their 
ideas and the value in youth feeling like they had been heard. As with the use of circles, the 
use of Youth Councils was significantly impacted by the pandemic. However, the chart below 
illustrates how actively the Youth Councils were used prior to the pandemic, and the Judicial 
Branch is committed to resuming them at pre-pandemic levels once it is safe to do so. The 
chart includes Youth Council meetings conducted for youth who were pending disposition in 

 
1 Public Act No. 16-123 (2016).  
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their cases, as well as youth council meetings for youth in the longer-term post-disposition 
REGIONS program. 
 

 
 
 

6. Both the Judicial Branch and DOC developed data collection and reporting 
mechanisms to hold themselves accountable for implementation of restorative 
practices. Even though the COVID-19 pandemic caused serious disruptions in the 
ability to use restorative practices, both agencies have resumed their use.  

 
To help ensure that restorative practices were being implemented according to plan, both 
the Judicial Branch and DOC developed data collection and reporting mechanisms to help 
analyze trends associated with the use of restorative practices, as well as information related 
to any associated impact of the use of restorative practices on things such as incidents of 
assaultive behavior, the use of disciplinary sanctions, and other factors. Although both 
agencies approached their data collection in slightly different ways, which are described in 
more detail below, both agencies demonstrated a commitment to having real-time data to 
assess and improve their efforts over time.  
 
There are two important pieces of context when reviewing data on the utilization of 
restorative practices in both agencies. First, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on secure 
facilities, including the facilities participating in the project, was extreme. As would be 
expected, certain practices had to be limited or suspended given the public health and safety 
protocols, as well as staffing shortages. Thus, there is not a clear linear trajectory over time in 
terms of increased use of restorative practices. However, as mentioned below, both agencies 
have been able to sustain parts of their work through the pandemic, and all who were 
interviewed were eager to resume the full scope of their work if they had not done so already. 
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Second, because of the impact of the pandemic, which has included significant fluctuations in 
youth populations in facilities, it is impossible to draw firm correlations between the use of 
restorative practices and many of the indicators both agencies identified in their data 
collection and analysis. Additionally, many of those interviewed noted that the 
implementation of restorative practices coincided with other reform work underway in both 
agencies, including efforts to implement more therapeutic programming and work to reduce 
the use of room confinement. Thus, identifying the specific impact of restorative practices on 
any indicator would be difficult even under ideal circumstances. However, as noted 
throughout this evaluation, quantitative data are not the only indicators of success and 
benefits to youth and staff.  
 
The Judicial Branch’s data collection efforts were conducted through the agency’s Case 
Management Information System (CMIS). Because the agency has a sophisticated records 
management system and skilled data developers and analysts, the Judicial Branch was able to 
integrate data collection regarding the use of restorative practices into CMIS itself. This allows 
the Judicial Branch to review utilization data by each secure detention facility, which is helpful 
in monitoring consistency of implementation, as illustrated in the chart below. The chart 
illustrates the number of restorative justice circles completed in both Judicial Branch secure 
juvenile detention facilities. These figures include circles conducted for youth who were 
pending disposition in their cases, as well as youth in the longer-term post-disposition 
REGIONS program. For context, the first quarter of 2019 was when the Judicial Branch ramped 
up implementation of restorative practices in both facilities.  
 

 
 
The integration of the data collection into CMIS also means that the Judicial Branch can also 
review utilization rates at an even finer level of detail (e.g., by living unit; pre-disposition vs. 
post-disposition youth; percentage of weeks when circles were conducted on each living 
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unit), which will provide ongoing value in monitoring fidelity of implementation. As noted 
above, the impact of COVID-19 makes examining any trends related to use of discipline and 
incidents impossible. However, the Judicial Branch does have the capacity to analyze those 
trends going forward given the integration of data collection into CMIS, including 
disaggregating data by race and ethnicity.  Indeed, as part of this evaluation, the Judicial 
Branch generated a nearly 20-page report with a wide variety of indicators that will be helpful 
in monitoring implementation and impact going forward.  
 
Within DOC, implementation of restorative justice circles was tracked outside of DOC’s 
records management system, which is much more limited than that of the Judicial Branch. 
Notwithstanding that fact, DOC adopted a thoughtful data collection template that allowed 
for monitoring and review of many similar data points and trends. This data collection 
template allowed DOC to track use of restorative justice circles by cottage by month within 
the facility. Because administrators and staff were also interested in identifying any trends 
related to incidents and changes in youth behavior, DOC also tracked disciplinary incidents by 
class across time and by individual youth. The chart below illustrates the number of 
restorative justice circles completed from the beginning of DOC’s implementation of 
restorative practices through the beginning stages of the pandemic, when public safety 
restrictions and staffing challenges began.  
 

 
 
Although the pandemic seriously impacted the ability to convene circles within DOC, the 
team leading implementation made attempts to help youth maintain some connections with 
components of the circle process when it was not possible to convene circles in the 
traditional way. For example, the staff members leading implementation developed 
individual worksheets to distribute to youth, which provided them with breathing exercises 
they could do, prompts related to values and guidelines they had been discussing in circle, 
and strategies to deal with boredom and maintaining their physical health. Youth would 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

Oct
'18

Nov
'18

Dec
'18

Jan
'19

Feb
'19

Mar
'19

Apr
'19

May
'19

Jun
'19

Jul
'19

Aug
'19

Sep
'19

Oct
'19

Nov
'19

Dec
'19

Jan
'20

Feb
'20

Circles Completed by DOC: October 2019 -
February 2020



 

 16 

provide responses to prompts on the worksheets, which were collected so that officials could 
provide youth with individualized feedback and words of encouragement.  
 

7. Restorative justice practices have been embedded in facilities’ day-to-day 
operations, with plans underway to expand and promote the sustainability of 
the work undertaken through this partnership.  

 
One of the most significant signals of the project’s success and impact is the fact that both 
agencies have actively planned to continue their integration of restorative practices going 
forward, with work underway to expand their reach to other facilities. For example, the 
Judicial Branch has secured training to guarantee that new staff members in their detention 
centers will receive the same type of training that direct care staff received at the beginning 
of the project. DOC has also secured additional training for its correctional officers in light of 
staff turnover and retirement. The fact that both agencies are continuing to seek out training 
in this area and have pursued training opportunities on an ongoing basis reflects a long-term 
commitment to restorative principles and practices and the benefits that they offer to youth 
and staff.  
 
In another strong signal of the benefits of restorative practices in youth facilities, the Judicial 
Branch has undertaken work to expand the use of restorative practices in its other congregate 
care settings, including its staff-secure post-disposition placements and other contracted 
facilities. In doing so, the Judicial Branch has signaled to providers that the use of restorative 
practices must be part of the treatment milieu offered in programs and facilities – a step that 
will increase and deepen youth’s exposure to restorative practices across the Judicial Branch’s 
continuum of care.  
 
Within DOC, behavioral health professionals, who had taken the lead on implementation and 
facilitation of restorative practices, have also worked to develop a sustainability plan that 
builds the capacity of custodial staff to take leadership of the facilitation process. Although 
there are likely to be growing pains with any such transition, behavioral health officials have 
approached the handoff to custodial staff in a very thoughtful way. The transition will allow 
behavioral health staff to be more in a supportive coaching role instead of being the lead 
facilitators. This will help DOC manage the use of limited behavioral health resources while 
also ensuring that more and more custodial staff see their peers in positions of actively 
employing restorative practices.  
 

Challenges 
 
As with any project of this type, there were challenges in five main areas that emerged during 
the planning and implementation of restorative practices. Most of these were anticipated 
early on in the project, and many would be expected in work to introduce non-traditional 
practices in a correctional setting. While the strengths and benefits of the project certainly 
outweighed any challenges or limitations, understanding the impact of these issues and the 
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lessons learned from them can assist with future efforts to implement restorative practices in 
secure facilities.  
 

1. The COVID-19 pandemic significantly disrupted the efforts underway to embed 
restorative practices in DOC and Judicial Branch facilities, and it significantly 
limited the ability to identify trends associated with the implementation of 
restorative practices in each facility.  

 
The impact of the pandemic has been raised many times throughout this evaluation, but it 
must also be noted in this section as the most significant challenge to the project. Not only 
did the pandemic limit the ability to use restorative practices themselves (i.e., not being able 
to pass a talking stick around the circle, or even sit in a circle), the pandemic upended facility 
operations for an extended period of time. Therefore, while both agencies had been making 
progress embedding restorative practices in their facilities, there is anticipated drop in 
utilization of restorative practices. As both agencies are returning to operations that are closer 
to normal, though, both have committed to resuming activities and achieving the desired 
level of consistency in their programs.  
 
Additionally, the pandemic and the associated fluctuations in utilization of restorative 
practices and the number of youth being admitted to secure settings made it impossible to 
identify quantitative data trends over the time period, such as reductions in assaultive 
behavior or reductions in use of room confinement. However, as noted above, both agencies 
have developed data capacity to track these indicators into the future. Additionally, as more 
agencies and facilities begin implementing restorative practices in their programs, there 
should be future opportunities to engage in the type of analyses that had been planned for 
this project.  
 

2. Participating facilities, and the project as a whole, could have benefitted from 
additional capacity for coaching and training from CCA and agency staff.  
 

There is no question that the support provided by CCA and each agency’s identified 
implementation team leads was integral to the project’s success and accomplishments along 
the way. Many individuals noted that the project would not have been successful but for this 
level of support from outside and within the agencies. Individuals shared many examples of 
structured coaching and technical assistance opportunities that were made available through 
the project, and the impact that those supports had on successful implementation of 
restorative practices.  
 
Consistent with this universal praise, many individuals suggested that even more support – 
both during implementation of restorative practices and going forward – would benefit this 
work. While nobody interviewed suggested that the level of support was problematic, those 
working within facilities all noted that they always benefitted from the coaching and trainings 
that were provided and would welcome more opportunities in future engagements. Future 
work should consider making extra efforts to secure resources for additional coaching and 
support from CCA and within each agency.  
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Some individuals also suggested that additional capacity for support from CCA and the 
participating agencies could have allowed for more opportunities to reflect on strengths and 
challenges along the way. Those individuals noted that because the priority was on meeting 
demand for support for facilities to begin, refine, and sustain implementation of restorative 
practices, comparatively little time was available to pause to discuss the status of and 
strategies related to implementation of the project along the way. A desire for more time to 
reflect on the work is an almost universal desire for any initiative such as this, though, and is 
certainly not a weakness of the project itself. It should, however, be a consideration in 
structuring any future engagements. 
 

3. Consistency of implementation of restorative practices varied across facilities, 
emphasizing the importance of having strong leadership championing the work 
at multiple levels.  

 
DOC and Judicial Branch officials interviewed for this evaluation recognized that any 
introduction of a new practice would take time. The data that are available on utilization of 
restorative practices certainly bear that out, with variations in utilization across time and 
across facilities. Many noted that strong leadership and buy-in for the approach was needed 
at multiple levels to ensure that implementation of restorative practices consistently over a 
sustained period. Indeed, many noted that leadership transitions had been responsible for 
some of that variability during the project.  
 
Almost all who were interviewed also stressed the importance of having leadership and staff 
at all levels bought into the process to promote consistent implementation, from central 
office administration down to facility leadership and supervisors. Many stressed that choosing 
the appropriate individuals to lead this work was important, both in terms of identifying 
leaders who were bought in to the process, but also leaders who would be credible 
messengers with their peers in the facility. Some noted that a written strategic plan for how 
implementation would happen within each agency, as well as an articulation of a longer-term 
vision for the implementation of restorative principles and practices, could have promoted 
more rapid and consistent implementation. 
 

4. Many agreed that setting firmer benchmarks and milestones could have 
expedited progress in implementation.  

 
As described above, both the Judicial Branch and DOC have established data collection and 
reporting mechanisms for their use of restorative practices. However, some individuals 
interviewed believed that having firmer targets or milestones in the early phases of 
implementation might have helped promote more accountability and potentially expedite 
the introduction of restorative practices on a consistent basis. However, all individuals 
interviewed acknowledged the fact that implementation would take time, particularly given 
the non-traditional nature of using restorative practices in a highly structured secure setting.  
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5. Developing and implementing an agency-wide, sustainable training approach 
has been challenging.  

 
All individuals interviewed recognized the value of the training opportunities made available 
to Judicial Branch and DOC staff as part of this project. Indeed, both agencies are working to 
ensure that staff continue to be trained going forward, including training for new hires and 
refresher training for staff who were trained at the beginning of the project. However, many 
individuals acknowledged two primary challenges related to training on restorative practices.  
 
First, individuals recognized that while it would have been optimal to have all staff at all levels 
trained before working to implement restorative practices, the logistical challenges of 
ensuring that all staff could be trained before beginning with implementation work was not 
feasible. To be sure, CCA and its partner agencies have worked to train staff at all levels over 
time. However, many agreed that having as many staff members trained prior to introducing 
restorative practices would be ideal. Many others noted the importance of ensuring that 
supervisors and managers were trained and bought in to restorative practices was critical as 
well, as supervisors need to think about how to support staff working to implement those 
practices on a day-to-day basis.  
 
Second, individuals recognized that identifying ongoing capacity to deliver restorative justice 
training on an agency-wide scale is a significant challenge. While CCA and its partners at 
Suffolk University had capacity to lead training efforts during the project, everyone 
recognized the need to continue delivery of training into the future. Because of the 
proprietary nature of some of the training materials and processes, initial plans for a 
sustainable training model were not feasible. While both agencies are planning to or have 
secured commitments for ongoing training, the challenge raises the importance of having a 
clear, cost-effective, and efficient sustainability plan from the beginning of the project.  
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What are the key lessons learned for agencies and 
facilities looking to replicate the implementation of 
restorative practices in youth facilities? 

  
There is a growing embrace of restorative practices in jurisdictions around the country as a 
vehicle to divert youth from formal youth justice system involvement. However, there are few 
examples of secure youth facilities having embraced restorative practices to the degree that 
the Judicial Branch and the DOC have done in their partnership with CCA. 
 
For the small number of youth who must spend some amount of time in an out-of-home 
placement, restorative practices hold the potential to help create more therapeutic settings 
and equip youth with new tools to manage conflict and disagreements. As part of this 
evaluation, CCLP sought to identify key lessons learned from the project that could assist 
other agencies and facilities with efforts to implement restorative justice practices in youth 
facilities. These seven lessons learned should be considered by others looking to undertake 
similar reforms. 
 

1. Consider an “insider-outsider” partnership to introduce restorative practices in a 
non-traditional setting such as a youth facility.  
 
As many individuals noted, the idea of introducing restorative practices into secure 
facilities was a new one for the facilities participating in this project. However, officials 
shared that the partnership with outside entities to introduce the concepts and help 
implement the practices was instrumental to thinking outside of the box. Many noted 
that the partnerships with outside entities led them to stretch their thinking on what 
was possible – and desirable – in a secure facility. Others noted that CCA’s 
coordination of the project and quarterly stakeholder meetings allowed for 
information sharing and brainstorming that might not have occurred within or across 
agencies without the extra external support.  
 

2. Identify leaders who are open to new ideas.  
 
Many of the agency officials interviewed for this evaluation had many years or decades 
of experience working with youth in residential settings. Many of those interviewed 
shared how challenging it could be to be open to new ideas given those years of 
experience. However, the project clearly benefitted from an openness to consider a 
new approach at the facility and administration levels within the Judicial Branch and 
DOC.  
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3. Expect fear and resistance from staff. 
 
When asked to identify lessons learned that could benefit other agencies and facilities 
undertaking this type of work, many individuals emphasized the need to anticipate 
fear and skepticism from staff members at all levels. This is particularly true of a new 
initiative that de-identifies staff members as authority figures and emphasizes their 
existence as human beings. Those interviewed noted that this should be expected and 
that such feelings can be acknowledged, but that leadership should stay the course 
and trust in the process.  
 

4. Provide the necessary training regarding the principles of restorative practices 
and expectations for facilities, but encourage facility-level decisionmaking 
regarding the details of implementation.  

 
The goal of this project was to implement restorative principles and practices in a way 
that would embed them within the culture of the facilities themselves. This was an 
intentional effort, as simply directing facilities to complete restorative justice circles 
every week would have likely resulted in the project being seen as a discrete program, 
as opposed to a broader approach and philosophy. Consistent with that goal, CCA and 
its partner agencies worked to provide each facility with the training necessary to 
understand the principles of restorative practices, and they set high-level expectations 
regarding implementation of practices. However, CCA and its partner agencies 
encouraged facilities to consider how the details of implementation would work in 
practice. This balance helped generate buy-in within each facility, which was critical to 
the project’s overall success.  
  

5. Develop a written strategic plan that outlines the immediate, intermediate, and 
long-term goals for implementation of restorative practices.  
 
The implementation of restorative practices in secure settings is a rare phenomenon, 
in part because the principles and practices are a departure from many of the rigid and 
traditional aspects of secure facilities. Because such practices will be met with 
skepticism or resistance by staff, and because there will ultimately be bumps along the 
road to implementation, agencies should articulate their goals for implementation of 
restorative practices in the short-term, intermediate-term, and long-term. 
 

6. Establish benchmarks and desired outcomes early on, with a plan to collect and 
review data along the way.  

 
Related to the previous recommendation, with any new initiative, setting timelines 
and goals helps ensure that project partners understand the short and long-term 
priorities for the work ahead. It also helps ensure that partners can hold each other 
accountable for progress along the way. Taking time to set realistic and measurable 
benchmarks at the beginning of the project will help encourage consistent movement 
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toward the ultimate goals associated with implementation of restorative practices.   
 

7. Plan for the sustainability of key components of the work, particularly ongoing 
support, coaching, and training needs.  
 
The sustainability of any new project is often left for consideration toward the end of a 
project’s life cycle, or it is discussed at the beginning of the project but not revisited 
until the project’s completion. Because the full integration of restorative principles and 
practices requires engagement of staff at every level, agencies and facilities must 
develop a solid and feasible plan for ongoing training and support, particularly given 
the reality of staff turnover and departures. This could include building capacity for 
ongoing training and support in-house through a train-the-trainer model or a 
sustained partnership through an outside entity. However, to maintain fidelity, 
agencies and facilities must develop and implement a plan early on in the process.  
 

8. Link the implementation of restorative practices to other initiatives and goals of 
agencies and facilities, including opportunities to embed restorative policies and 
practices throughout the continuum of the youth justice system.  

 
As mentioned previously, the implementation of restorative justice principles and 
practices can run the risk of feeling like a discrete program, as opposed to an 
overarching philosophy and approach. Thus, agencies and facilities should take care to 
explain how restorative justice practices fit within that overarching philosophy. For 
example, the Judicial Branch was working on implementing Dialectical Behavioral 
Therapy (DBT) for youth during the same time period they were implementing 
restorative practices. Both initiatives were new at the time, but the Judicial Branch was 
able to frame them as complimentary, with DBT focused primarily on the self or the 
individual youth, and restorative practices focused on the community as a whole 
within the facility. The Appendix contains illustrations of the integration of DBT with 
restorative practices.  
 
Similarly, DOC’s work to implement restorative practices came at a time when the 
agency was working to reduce the use of room confinement and adopt more 
therapeutic interventions focused on helping youth develop new skills. Connecting 
the integration of restorative practices to a broader goal and movement, such as the 
national movement to limit the use of room confinement, can help staff see those 
efforts as part of a coherent and coordinated approach, as opposed to yet another 
expectation for staff.  
 
Finally, as noted at the beginning of this evaluation, CCA embarked on this work with 
an end goal of embedding restorative practices throughout a youth’s experience with 
the justice system, from initial contact and intake through release and discharge to the 
community. As more and more jurisdictions are using restorative practices as a way of 
diverting youth from youth justice system involvement, jurisdictions have an 
opportunity to incorporate practices at every point in the system to ensure that 
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interactions with youth are focused on helping young people build new skills to be 
successful in the community and in their adult lives.  
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Appendix: Integration of Restorative Practices with 
Dialectical Behavioral Therapy2 
 

 
2 Slides provided courtesy of Kia Levey of the Center for Children’s Advocacy.  
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