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Resolutions Northwest’s (RNW) work with students dramatically impacts the health and welfare of our community. Below please find Resolutions Northwest’s LOI for an upstream equity and social justice approach to health through our exciting school-based Restorative Justice (RJ) youth initiative.   
Project Purpose:  Dismantle the local “school to prison pipeline” and address disproportionate exclusionary disciplinary practices for youths of color by replicating and systemically institutionalizing model restorative justice programming in Portland area middle and high schools.
The recent report Communities of Color in Multnomah County: An Unsettling Profile documents numerous disparate outcomes faced by youth of color, and nowhere are these disparities more salient than in the use of school discipline and the prevalence of school dropout.  When compared to white youth, youth of color are twice as likely to be subject to exclusionary school discipline and twice as likely to drop out of school.  At the national level, researchers have described these two associated disparities as the foundation of a “school to prison pipeline.”  It is argued that punitive and exclusionary approaches to discipline disrupt students’ education and often escalate poor behavior: “Studies have shown that a child who has been suspended is more likely to be retained in grade, to drop out, to commit a crime, and/or to end up incarcerated as an adult.”1 

Our proposal is based on the positive outcomes and lessons learned during the first two years of a conflict resolution restorative justice pilot project in Parkrose Middle and High Schools.  The 3 year direction of this proposal is “upstream,” employing a health determinants approach to address the social and health inequities caused by the structural bias and oppressive practices currently used to manage youth involved in school conflict and violence. This view of youth violence as a public health issue is not new; in fact, a 2001 report of the Surgeon General asserted that “public health offers an approach to youth violence that focuses on prevention rather than consequences.”  
The purpose of the RJ youth initiative is to effectively change the place-based environments of schools that tend to overuse suspension, expulsion and arrests in disciplinary practices and to change the policy environment that disadvantages and disproportionately impacts youth of color. The proposed initiative grows out of RNW’s conviction that working individually with youth on disciplinary issues is only part of the systems change required to empower vulnerable youth and address health disparities.  By also changing systems, we seek to create a strength-based approach to youth development by influencing the creation of public policy that supports a preventive rather than punitive approach to youth conflict. The result is safer schools and healthier communities.
Description of project & strategies:  This proposal is based on three disturbing findings in Multnomah County: 1) an endemic and growing trend in which Black and Latino youths are disproportionately overrepresented in referrals and engagement with the juvenile justice system; 2) data on fifteen self-reported youth risk behaviors that suggest risk for conflict and violence is especially high among youth (for example, about one in every four 12th grade males report having been involved in a physical fight and/or having carried a weapon in the past 12 months); and 3) public policy emphasizes a punitive approach to managing youth conflict. (Citations to be provided in full proposal)
The project will employ four strategies. The first strategy will be to institutionalize the restorative justice pilot project in the Parkrose School District. A recent Restorative Justice Forum highlighting our program attracted Mayor Sam Adams, three County Commissioners, the Portland Police Bureau, United Way, Meyer Memorial Trust and a state legislator, among others. Mayor Adams publicly expressed his support for our work and pledged another year of partial funding. This year, pilot data shows a 50 percent reduction in high school referrals and increased school attendance through avoidance suspension and expulsion (120 days avoided). 
The second strategy of the project is to develop a sustainable model for replication in other schools.  The Portland Public School District has already expressed interest in implementing the project and is working to identify an appropriate school.
The third strategy will be to formally convene a project policy group comprised of community stakeholders, policy makers and youth.  The group will advocate for policy change at the school and County administrative levels.

Policy change is the final strategy of the project and will be the long-term community impact of the project.  Our anticipated outcome is to disrupt the current punitive discipline standards and policies used to manage youth in conflict, and replace them with new norms around successful strength-based youth development and restorative justice practices.  

Community involvement in program need and design:   The project developed out of concern that schools were referring youth to the Juvenile Justice System for incidents better resolved at the school level.  These referrals represented a higher proportion of youth of color, many of whom had been suspended or expelled from school. The pilot project objectives include: 

1. Reduce the number of school-based referrals to Juvenile Services Division.

2. Reduce over-representation of minorities in school disciplinary processes, specifically in-school and out-of-school suspensions and expulsions.

3. Offer alternative restorative processes for in-school disciplinary referrals.

4. Repair behavioral harms done that lead to school disciplinary referrals and Juvenile Services Division referrals through implementation of restorative intervention best practices.

At an administrative level, the Juvenile Justice Division, District Attorney’s office, Parkrose School District, and Community Education Partners (CEP) contributed to the pilot program design.  A steering committee, formed in the second year to oversee and provide recommendations for program modifications, includes representation from Parkrose School District, CEP, Portland Police Bureau, Juvenile Justice and RNW.  Finally, RNW’s governance and advisory board represents a range of diversity and provides strategic guidance to, and support for, the program initiative and design.

Anticipated impact and assessment:  Using a dashboard of indicators (such as the number of suspensions and expulsions; school attendance; juvenile justice system referrals; demographic data; youth risk behaviors), we expect to see measurable decreases in disproportionate minority referrals and engagement in the juvenile justice system along with modest policy and practice gains towards restorative approaches for working with youth.
Background and qualifications of the organizations:  RNW, the largest community dispute resolution center in Oregon, is a 501(c)(3) organization, incorporated in 1985 to provide restorative justice interventions for juveniles in contact with the justice system. With 10 diverse staff members, services are provided in English and Spanish and, through partnerships with other cultural organizations, the agency serves a wide range of cultural and language groups.  RNW currently provides mediation, facilitation and other conflict resolution services and training for neighbors, families, schools, businesses and other community agencies.  In 1994 RNW started working with schools to provide peer mediation training and consultation and co-founded the annual Oregon Peacemakers Conference for middle and high school students. RNW has consistently prioritized prevention in addition to its intervention services. 


1.(Advancement Project & The Civil Rights Project at Harvard U., Opportunities Suspended:  The Devastating Consequences of Zero Tolerance and School Discipline Policies, at 13 (2000)).
