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Abstract   

When handled effectively, conflict provides opportunities to strengthen relationships and assist youth in 

developing peaceful conflict resolution skills. Sport participation is one context in which youth develop skills 

and encounter conflict. The purpose of this study was to develop an applied model that addresses conflict 

resolution in sport-based youth development programs. Using qualitative interviewing, a community-engaged 

approach guided the selection of participants and data analysis. We used the models of restorative practice 

and Teaching Personal and Social Responsibility (TPSR) through sports to guide our study. Following interviews 

with a variety of community partners, we found that the values of sport are often in conflict with restorative 

practices. However, a relational approach such as TPSR aligns well with the values of restorative practices. 

Based on our findings, an applied model was developed to illustrate how restorative practice can be utilized in 

a sport context. The Restorative Youth Sports (RYS) model recognizes that conflicts and tension are natural 

and inherent to all relationships. When handled appropriately, conflict provides opportunities to strengthen 

relationships. Youth sport provides a unique context where youth are presented with problems and conflicts to 

solve and promote healthy relationships among youth.  
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Introduction 

Sport-based youth development (SBYD) refers to holistic and empowerment-based programs 

that prioritize the development of personal and social skills that are transferable to settings 

beyond sports (Holt et al., 2017). Adult leaders (e.g., coaches and teachers) play an important 

role in providing an appropriate context to foster positive development (Fraser-Thomas, Cote, & 

Deakin, 2005). Further, sport participation has the potential to influence youth in a variety of 

settings including extended day programs (Hemphill & Martinek, 2017), summer camps (e.g., 

Riley & Anderson-Butcher, 2012), and school physical education programs (Hemphill, Templin, 

& Wright, 2015). In the United States, approximately 71% of youth participate in sport while 

most others have opportunities to engage in school physical education courses or in afterschool 

physical activity programs (Farey & Solomon, 2017). Therefore, the sport context can provide 

space for adult leaders to help youth to address key developmental assets, such as peaceful 

conflict resolution.  

 

Holistic and empowerment-oriented programs, such as SBYD, focus on the strengths that youth 

possess, rather than their limitations. Missing from such programs, however, is the recognition 

of and specific strategies for helping youth to address tensions and conflicts that arise in their 

lives. This may be, in part, because conflict is seen as “bad” and is avoided when possible. 

Sometimes conflict is subtle, such as when we “stop and take notice that something is not 

right” (Lederach, 2003, p. 7), and other times it is more explicit. Feelings of tension or unease 

rise as individuals spend time interpreting the meaning of conflict and evaluating how their 

relationship to others is affected. For example, negative perceptions of conflict lead to conflict 

resolution strategies that separate those in conflict, relying on time and distance from the 

conflict to resolve it, rather than choosing a strategy that brings youth together to discuss their 

experiences and feelings for the purpose of rebuilding relationships.  

 

Conflict transformation approaches focus on restoring and strengthening relationships 

constructively within a social context (Lederach, 2003). Everyone experiences varying types and 

levels of conflicts in interpersonal relationships, and each person has different responses and 

approaches to addressing them (Rahim, 1983). When handled effectively, conflict provides 

opportunities to strengthen relationships and assist youth in developing peaceful conflict 

resolution skills. Approaches vary in degree from assertiveness to aggressiveness, and 

according to personal experiences, preferences, and motivations, which makes the ability to 

address conflict effectively challenging (Volkema & Bergmann, 1995). A complicated tapestry of 

personal characteristics, life experiences, and family backgrounds (Roloff, 2009; Siffert & 
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Schwarz, 2011) shape youth orientations toward conflict. By the time youth mature to 

adulthood, their approach has been relatively well established, which makes developing a 

repertoire of healthy and effective skills as a youth especially important for positive 

development (Benson & Scales, 2009). Moreover, conflict resolution skills empower youth to 

establish and maintain positive relationships and enhance social and emotional health and well-

being (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011).  

 

The purpose of this study was to develop an applied model that addresses conflict resolution in 

SBYD programs. Prior to beginning the study, we selected two well-established frameworks to 

guide our study: restorative practices and Teaching Personal and Social Responsibility (TPSR) 

We chose to focus on restorative practices because they have been successfully adopted within 

a variety of contexts for youth, such as schools (Smith, Fisher, & Frey, 2015) and juvenile 

courts (Zehr, 2002) in the United States and internationally. We identified the TPSR model as a 

commonly used approach to developing life skills through sport and physical education 

(Hellison, 2011). We chose TPSR because it is an approach to working with youth that has 

benefited from decades of applied practice and theory. Research on TPSR suggests it can have 

a positive impact on personal and social development of youth (Martinek & Hellison, 2016), can 

provide tools to support coaches and teachers who implement the model (Hemphill et al., 

2015), and can make connections to other youth development initiatives in schools (Escarti, 

Llopis-Goig, & Wright, 2018). Together, restorative practices and TPSR serve as the basis for 

exploring the development of an applied model that addresses conflict resolution in SBYD 

programs. This article will present a review of literature on the two models we selected to guide 

our study, the methods for data collection and analysis, results, and a discussion of conclusions 

and practical implications.  

 

Review of Literature 

Teaching Personal and Social Responsibility through Sports 

The TPSR model is an instructional model developed through fieldwork of Hellison (2011) and 

many colleagues (e.g., Martinek & Hellison, 2009) who work in youth sport, physical activity, 

and physical education. The overarching goal of the model is to empower youth participants to 

be responsible in their conduct (personal responsibility) and in the way they treat others (social 

responsibility). TPSR programs provide strategies that encourage youth to transfer personal and 

social skills into other areas of their life.  
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TPSR includes responsibility goals for youth participants, a structured lesson format, and 

responsibilities for the program leader. The goals for youth include respect for self and others, 

effort and participation, self-direction and goal setting, and leadership and caring and helping 

others. In addition to practicing responsibility within sports, the fifth and most important goal of 

TPSR is for youth to transfer skills or apply responsibility in other aspects of their life such as in 

school, in the community, or at home.  

 

To integrate responsibility in lessons, a structured format is suggested. Program leaders are 

encouraged to take advantage of informal time before, during, and after lessons to develop 

relationships with youth. The lesson formally begins with an awareness talk to emphasize 

responsibility-based goals. The majority of TPSR lessons are devoted to physical activity time 

with responsibility integrated into the lesson. For example, a physical activity lesson focused on 

fostering leadership might require students to develop their own plan for an activity together 

with minimal direction from the program leader. This allows students to contribute as informal 

leaders. Youth leadership might be exhibited by leading the development of the strategy 

session, as well as teaching someone else a skill, or helping another youth solve a problem. The 

lesson format concludes with a group meeting to discuss and reflect on responsibility. Within 

each group meeting, program leaders ask students to reflect on their experiences together and 

share what they noticed or learned as it related to the day’s responsibility goals. For example, 

what were some instances of leadership? Who showed leadership and what did that person do? 

How did that person’s act of leadership affect the group? How might this type of leadership be 

transferred to school, home, or life outside of the program? 

 

TPSR acknowledges that conflicts may occur and provides a variety of strategies to address 

them (Hellison, 2011). Teachers are encouraged to provide youth with self-officiating 

opportunities, which take advantage of the problem-solving opportunities inherent in sport 

participation. For students whose behavior is disruptive, TPSR encourages coaches to use a 

“sitting and talking bench” where players can discuss their frustrations before returning to play. 

According to Hellison (2011), students who experience conflict are asked to resolve their 

dispute and report that the problem is solved by “saying ‘it’s over’” (p. 280) before returning to 

play. An emphasis is also placed on setting expectations and reflective practice, both of which 

provide opportunities to peacefully resolve conflicts (Hellison, Martinek, & Cutforth, 1996). TPSR 

has also been implemented with some success in contexts where conflict may occur, such as 

with gang-affiliated youth (Buckle & Walsh, 2013).  
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The TPSR model is increasingly the subject of empirical research and is used in a variety of 

international contexts (Martinek & Hellison, 2016). Research suggests that the model can 

promote social and emotional learning when implemented with a high level of fidelity (Gordon, 

Jacobs, & Wright, 2016). Practitioners and researchers have often made adaptations to the 

TPSR model to meet the needs of youth in their communities. For example, Walsh (2008) 

extended the model in combination with the theory of possible selves to help youth envision 

possible futures through a sport-based career club. Martinek (2016) developed a cross-aged 

teaching program to provide advanced leadership opportunities to youth. Other examples 

include integrating TPSR in classroom settings (Escarti et al., 2018) and a TPSR-based 

mentoring program (Martinek, Schilling, & Johnson, 2001). Research suggests that the model 

can be applied across multiple contexts, but attention should be paid to the fidelity of 

implementation and the congruence of values between TPSR and the context in which it is 

implemented (Wright, Li, Ding, & Pickering, 2010). Previous research suggests that differences 

in values can be an inhibitor to transferring life skills from TPSR values to contexts that do not 

espouse similar values (Lee & Martinek, 2009). We found that although TPSR does have a 

presence in New Zealand, it has not been connected there to restorative practices (Gordon, 

2010).  

 

Restorative Justice and Restorative Practices  

Restorative justice emerged from an understanding of crime as a violation of interpersonal 

relationships. It argues that those who suffer from wrongdoing should be able to have their 

needs addressed and those who commit wrongdoings should take responsibility for their actions 

(Zehr, 2002). In contrast with punitive criminal justice systems, restorative justice focuses on 

addressing harm rather than solely on the punishment of the offender. This is often 

implemented through practices such as a circle process where victims, offenders, and other 

parties participate in determining what accountability is needed and how to repair the harm that 

has been done. Using this harm-focused philosophy, restorative justice incorporates a variety of 

peaceful conflict resolution strategies.  

 

Restorative practices are an extension of the restorative justice movement, which aims to help 

build and repair relationships. In line with many educators, we adopt the term restorative 

practices to account for the reactive strategies for addressing harm common to restorative 

justice as well as proactive relationship development strategies more common in education 

settings (Macready, 2009). In the context of schools, restorative practices have shown capacity 

to build social and emotional skills by focusing on relational practices that empower students to 
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resolve conflicts (Morrison, Blood, & Thorsborne, 2005). Using these practices has also led to 

meaningful reductions in suspension and referral rates in the contexts of urban schools. A 

review of research found that schools implementing restorative practices saw a decrease in 

office referrals and disruptive behaviors, which led to a reduction in school suspension rates 

(Lewis, 2009). From a student perspective, research reports that restorative practices facilitate 

positive relationships among teachers and students and can help reduce racial disparities in 

school discipline (Gregory, Clawson, Davis, & Gerewitz, 2015). However, researchers emphasize 

that positive outcomes rely on proper implementation of restorative practice (Rofe, Stewart, & 

Wood, 2016) 

 

In the context of New Zealand schools, the Restorative Practice Model is explained by three 

related components (see Table 1). Each component explains practices and strategies used to 

facilitate relationship building and repairing harm.  

 

Table 1. Restorative Practice in Education Model 

Model components  Practices and strategies to facilitate relationship building and 

repair harm 

Restorative essentials 
 Relational Approach 

 Effective Communication 

 Restorative Conversations 

Restorative circles 
 Community Building 

 Dialogue 

 Learning 

 Decision Making 

 Integration/Leaving 

 Conflict/Healing 

Restorative conferences 
 Mini Conferences 

 Classroom Conferences 

 Formal Restorative Conference 

 

1. Restorative essentials focus on informal interactions that provide opportunities to 

develop relationships, communicate in a restorative manner, and have conversations to 

restore relationships.  
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2. Restorative circles provide strategies to include all youth in conversations. The circles 

may include reactive approaches such as conflict/healing circles or relationship-building 

approaches such as integration circles to welcome new members to the community.  

3. Restorative conferences provide formal processes to repair harm. The conferences aim 

to include students involved in an incident to explore what has happened, support taking 

accountability for the harm caused, and provide support to repair harm (New Zealand 

Ministry of Education, 2014).  

 

Restorative practices are guided by a set of core values, including participation, respect, 

honesty, interconnectedness, accountability, and empowerment. Moreover, there is an 

expectation that teachers who facilitate restorative conversations promote an atmosphere of 

inclusiveness so that all voices can be heard (New Zealand Ministry of Justice, 2011). The core 

values provide a framework for building positive relationships, promoting personal 

responsibility, and providing just processes to repair harm done to relationships (Evans & 

Vaandering, 2016). Importantly, restorative conferences follow a script to address three 

questions: (a) what happened, (b) who has been affected by it and how, and (c) what is 

needed to repair the harms and prevent reoccurrence? The script assures that restorative 

conferences focus on building, maintaining, and restoring relationships. The formal restorative 

conferences provide a mechanism to respond to harm, while restorative circles and essentials 

offer proactive strategies for developing positive relationships.  

 

Methods 

This study was conducted by a team of researchers and practitioners in Greensboro, North 

Carolina, and Wellington, New Zealand, each of whom has expertise in either restorative 

practices, TPSR, and/or community-engaged approaches to scholarship. Together, the expertise 

of these scholars forged a new and interdisciplinary perspective to address conflict in a SBYD 

setting. We adopted a community-engaged approach to our study, emphasizing and relying on 

community-university partnerships that are reciprocal, asset-based, and mutually beneficial 

(Saltmarsh, Hartley, & Clayton, 2009). A primary goal for community-engaged approaches is to 

transform the participant relationship to a partner relationship, where and when possible. 

Partners in community-engaged scholarship are involved throughout the duration of the study, 

identifying the priorities to be addressed, the methods selected, collection of information and 

analysis of the findings, development and dissemination of products that come from the joint 

efforts, and review of the partnership.  
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Reciprocity among partners is enacted through seeking, valuing, and respecting the knowledge, 

perspective, resources, and accountability that each partner brings to the work (Dostilio et al., 

2012; Janke & Clayton, 2011), though the type and extent of collaboration may vary across 

activities and partners depending on their resources and capacities (Jameson, Clayton, & 

Jaeger, 2010). Mutual benefit ensures that partners understand how engagement in the 

collaborative work can help them to achieve their personal or organizational goals (Bringle, 

Clayton, & Price, 2009). Following principles of community-engaged scholarship (see 

Community-Campus Partnerships for Health, 2006; Saltmarsh et al., 2009), our approach 

emphasized the positive and necessary abilities and commitments of individuals, communities, 

associations, and organizations to identify relevant issues; the importance of identifying and 

leveraging existing assets; and the importance of culturally appropriate, relational, and 

sustainable strategies to partnership and program development.  

 

Setting 

New Zealand is known worldwide for its commitment to restorative justice in communities and 

schools (Boyd & Felgate, 2015), and Wellington, New Zealand has a large number of restorative 

justice practitioners and programs. Additionally, most youth in New Zealand (89%) participate 

in community sports programs for at least 3 hours per week (Sport New Zealand, 2015). These 

conditions make Wellington an ideal context in which to involve youth sport providers and 

researchers in a community-engaged effort to examine best practices for the integration of 

restorative practices into SBYD programs.   

 

By 2017, the New Zealand Ministry of Education (2014) reported that approximately 200 

schools will meet the standard for “restorative schools” based on their comprehensive 

integration of restorative practice. These schools have established restorative approaches for 

addressing everyday violations such as tardiness, uniform violations, hurtful words spoken in 

the classroom, or disrespecting a teacher or staff member. Teachers and staff are provided with 

strategies for addressing the conflict in ways that help students to understand the impact of 

their behavior on the community, without also making them feel estranged as a result of their 

violation. As appropriate, restorative schools include victims of harm in the restorative process. 

An evaluation report suggests that restorative practices have been implemented effectively and 

that broader community connections through programs such as youth sport may improve 

outcomes (Boyd & Felgate, 2015).  
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Participants 

To identify participants, the New Zealand co-authors provided names of individuals who 

administered either SBYD programs or restorative practice programs for youth. We used a 

snowball sampling method (Noy, 2008) once we began interviews, asking participants to 

recommend others who might be able to share ideas about the existence of and/or need for 

restorative practices in sport-based youth development programs 

 

Participants (N = 36; 21 male, 15 female) had a variety of professional roles including university 

professors and researchers (6); physical educators and coaches of school, community, and elite 

sports programs (10); police officers (2); teachers and administrators at a restorative school 

(7); restorative justice practitioners (6); and youth development professionals (5). Several 

participants contributed multiple perspectives based on their diverse experiences. For example, 

a school administrator also had experience coaching youth sports. These participants came 

from a variety of organizational types including a university, a national sport organization, city-

wide sport associations, recreation councils run by a municipality, an afterschool program, and 

a restorative school. SBYD professionals coached soccer, basketball, rugby, and boxing, and 

used their experiences in these sports to inform their view of restorative practices in sport. The 

two Wellington-based authors of this study recommended initial participants based on their 

knowledge and experience related to our areas of interest. Those participants were then asked 

to recommend others who should be key contributors to this project. Hence, this study 

represents a nascent and emerging partnership of community and university practitioners and 

scholars seeking to understand how peaceful conflict resolution can be taught to youth through 

sport-based development programs.  

 

Data Collection 

The two lead authors met with participants in semi-structured interviews (Patton, 2002). Across 

2 weeks, we convened focus groups (n = 17 participants; five focus group meetings) and met 

with individuals (n = 19 participants) as determined by the availability of participants. Following 

an asset-based strategy, our initial interview protocol asked questions related to (a) 

recommendations for what questions we should be asking to learn more about conflict, SBYD, 

and restorative practices; (b) understanding how participants define conflict; (c) what conflicts 

they see in their relevant work; (d) where they turn to for guidance when dealing with conflict 

in their relevant work; (e) how, if at all, they use restorative practices in their work; and (f) how 

they think this study could serve their goals for addressing conflict in sport-based youth 

development or related work. All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim.  
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Documents 

When possible, participants provided the research team with documents from their organization 

related to restorative practices, TPSR, or youth sports. Examples included a restorative practices 

handbook, a handbook on community youth sports, and other teaching tools related to 

restorative practices.  

 

Data Analysis 

We employed a collaborative qualitative analysis process (Richards & Hemphill, 2018) to 

analyze interviews and documents. Our analysis was rooted in thematic data analysis and the 

constant comparative method (Patton, 2015). The two lead authors reviewed the data and 

created memos that discussed preliminary themes. The memoing process resulted in a 

qualitative codebook that was then used to analyze the entire data set. Two researchers who 

were not involved with the initial analysis then reviewed the findings to ensure they were 

reasonably derived from the data.  

 

Ideally, community-engaged scholarship includes community partners in the data analysis 

phase. However, in practice, limitations in time and capacity limit the ability of community-

based professionals from participating in all phases of the study. Our goal was to ensure 

reciprocity and mutual benefit, as well as to encourage future partnerships with participants. 

Therefore, we asked participants in person as well as in follow up emails, how, if at all, they 

would like to continue to be involved and what they would like to see happen as a result of 

their involvement in a partnership that examines restorative practices in sport-based youth 

development. We learned that the majority of participants, at this point in the study, were 

interested in learning what the research team found through their conversations, and would be 

willing to provide feedback on the themes identified by researchers. None was interested in 

coding interviews for thematic analysis. Therefore, the academic research team chose to 

present the themes to community participants and potential partners by designing a website. 

Community partners were invited to share their feedback, increasing the trustworthiness of the 

researcher’s findings. The authors have ensured that the results all reflect the broad range of 

perspective provided by participants in interviews and the general agreement provided by 

participants when presented with the results of this study.  
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Results  

Following analysis of all interviews and documents, we identified both the missed opportunity, 

and the potential for restorative practices to be integrated into SBYD programs as a way to 

teach peaceful conflict resolution. While restorative practices are not purposefully integrated 

into TPSR curriculum and practices, the two approaches share core values and a common focus 

on relationships, suggesting the potential for and benefit of joining the approaches together 

more intentionally and formally. Drawing from our findings, we present key components of an 

applied restorative youth sports model.  

 

Connections between Restorative Practices and TPSR 

Rarely do sport and physical education programs draw on restorative practices to address 

conflict. This finding held true even when the sport programs were situated within a restorative 

school. As described by participants, the current value structure of sport programs did not align 

well with restorative practice. However, discussions identified opportunities to extend 

restorative practices into a sports model by focusing on the relational aspects of sports and 

rethinking the meaning of conflict.  

 

Value (In)Congruence 

According to the school administrators, many school sport leaders’ expectations are limited to 

helping youth develop sports skills and fitness in a fun and safe environment. This situation was 

complicated by the expectations of students and their families who often valued the 

opportunities for competition provided in sports. Given these challenges, the value congruence 

between a model such as TPSR and restorative practices may provide an opportunity to build a 

model that integrates restorative practices into youth sport and physical education programs.  

 

Despite the potential for sport to be a “restorative model dream area,” as one restorative school 

administrator called it, restorative practices have not found inroads into sports. One 

administrator who oversees school-wide implementation of restorative practice explained,  

Sport is an interesting thing, isn’t it? I [was the referee for] a 

football game. And on this side of the white line I’m a well-

respected teacher. Once you step over the line, you become a 

referee in soccer, we allow the kids to actually say lots of 

[inappropriate] things to the referee and it's a part of the game.  
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The administrator provided insights into social norms in sports that were incompatible with 

restorative practices. For example, he explained that “I think the moral learning is all about 

perseverance and overcoming hardships . . . I don't hear a lot of people talking about 

communication, empathy, or managing feelings of shame [in sport programs].” Other teachers 

provided several examples of different expectations family members have for sport 

participation, for example, “I've had a parent and coach who disagree on the values. The parent 

wants their son or daughter to have a bigger role…as a coach I value equal participation.” One 

experienced sport coach saw potential for restorative practice in sports, but cautioned that “the 

undercurrents within [sports] are anti-restorative in a lot of ways.” Several coaches echoed that 

sentiment, explaining that the value structure of sport programs would need to change so that 

“everything you do [is] in a restorative manner.” Based on the perspectives of teachers, 

coaches, and administrators, many sports programs had a value structure that conflicts with 

and inhibits any attempt to integrate restorative practices. Therefore, a values-based framework 

may provide new opportunities for restorative practices in youth sports.  

 

Relationships at the Core 

Building positive relationships is at the core of TPSR and restorative practice. However, school 

administrators described sports as “not actually about building relationships or building skills 

that you can take into life, even though they mention those things.” This perception seems to 

indicate a gap between sports and restorative practice in schools. The administrators explained 

that forging a connection between restorative practice and sports would require “saying that at 

the heart of everything we're doing is respectful relationships.” One sport coach explained that 

restorative practice “might allow coaches to identify how these conflicts in relationships are 

present and how those relationships are therefore limited by our inability to recognize and 

address what that means for the team structure.” A restorative practice scholar explained that 

connections to school sports would help to “create a climate of restorative relationships right 

across a school.” School-wide integration of restorative practices was described as a goal in 

documents and interviews, and restorative scholars recognized the sport and physical education 

areas as opportunities for growth.  

 

Participants were asked to elaborate on the practical ways that restorative practices could be 

used in a sport setting. A consensus was found in the data that sport provides unique 

opportunities for building relationships that were not found in other school or community 

settings. For example, one sport coach with knowledge of restorative practice in schools 

explained that,  
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The restorative model is that basically everyone makes mistakes, 

you know? . . . to be human is to make mistakes, and players are 

making mistakes all the time in sports. So how do you actually 

handle that situation? You made a bad pass, how do we learn 

from that? . . . So, sport is the restorative model dream area, I 

think! 

 

According to participants, mistakes and challenges are inherent to sport participation and those 

challenges represent issues that can be reflected upon through restorative practices, such as a 

circle process, and will result in better relationships among team members. Based on the 

perspectives of participants and a review of documents, restorative practices may be connected 

to sport programs by focusing on building positive relationships by proactively addressing 

conflicts and viewing the definition of conflicts broadly to include problems that naturally occur 

in the course of sport participation.  

 

Restorative Youth Sports Model 

Using TPSR as the framework for SBYD programs, and restorative practices as the framework 

for conflict transformation, we identified a new model to extend restorative practices into sport 

programs. Though we hope this model is broadly applicable, it should be noted that the model 

is grounded in an asset-based community development approach and in the perspectives of 

participants and institutions in Wellington, New Zealand. We relied on the TPSR model and 

restorative practices because both represent established frameworks used by coaches and 

teachers. The new applied model keeps the structure of TPSR intact while extending the model 

by explicitly focusing on building relationships and repairing harm. We arrived at the three areas 

based on our findings that the TPSR model and restorative practice include a set of core values, 

intentional strategies to facilitate relationship development, and processes to respond to 

conflict.  

 

The model is informed by empirical data in three ways: (a) it reflects the findings of individual 

interviews and focus groups, (b) it draws upon practices identified in previous research and 

documents provided by restorative schools, and (c) it was agreed upon by participants through 

the member check process. The Restorative Youth Sports Model (see Table 2) has three 

important processes:  
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 restorative sport practices,  

 awareness circles, and  

 team meetings. 

 

Table 2. Restorative Youth Sports Model 

Model components  Practices and strategies to facilitate relationship building and 

repair harm 

Restorative youth sports 

essentials 

 Relational approach 

 Effective communication 

 TPSR goals for youth/students 

o Respect 

o Effort  

o Self-direction 

o Leadership 

o Transfer 

Awareness circles 
 Model respect 

 Set expectations 

 Provide youth voice 

 Share decision making 

 Address conflict/healing 

 Build relationships 

Team meetings 
 Address team strategy and planning 

 Repair harm to relationships 

 Address team priorities 

 Provide youth leadership 

 

Restorative Sport Practices 

Restorative sport practices are the foundation to everything that happens in a restorative youth 

sport program. As one research participant stated, "everything you do should be in a restorative 

manner.” To assist with this practice, the five goals of TPSR represent the types of behaviors 

one hopes to see youth exhibit through restorative youth sports. The fifth goal, transfer, 

emphasizes connections between the sport program and other areas such as community or 

school. Restorative essentials include a relational approach to programming. This approach 
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suggests that adult leaders should seek opportunities to build relationships with youth and 

facilitate youth-building relationships with their peers.  

 

Awareness Circles 

Awareness circles provide a space to have restorative conversations and should occur routinely, 

at the beginning and end of practice or gameplay. The format can be similar to a sport huddle, 

but should have some essential practices and teaching strategies to ensure the integration of 

restorative practice. Awareness circles also provide problem-solving opportunities where youth 

participants can meet to problem solve and build relationships with their peers. When conflict 

and tensions occur, awareness circles aim to provide space to consider ways to repair the harm 

and prevent the situation from escalating.  

 

Team Meetings 

Team meetings provide a space for coaches and teachers to address conflict, tensions, or harm 

that occur through sport practice. This may also apply to problem solving through sports that 

focus on team strategies, practice plans, or game planning. The restorative script should guide 

this process to help youth and adults focus on identifying harm and restoring the team. Team 

meetings may function as mini-conferences that focus on the individual or individuals causing 

harm and those impacted by it.  

 

Strategies for Implementing the Model 

Participants in this study agreed that the Restorative Youth Sports Model has merit for 

integrating restorative practices into sports, particularly within the context of restorative 

schools. The model provides new strategies to address peaceful conflict resolutions. Participants 

argued, however, that it goes far beyond resolving conflicts, “the real power of restorative 

[practices] in improving [sport] is to improve the way it relates…we just redefine harm to focus 

on, ‘what am I lacking and how am I not contributing the best I can?’” We propose extending 

restorative practices to help youth navigate problem-solving processes that naturally occur in 

sports such as developing team strategies, reflecting on mistakes, and preparing for 

competition.  

 

Restorative youth sports prioritizes building healthy relationships among youth. Although we 

suggest some specific strategies, the model is based on the values of putting youth first, holistic 
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development, and human decency. To enact such values, we borrow ideas from the TPSR 

model to suggest five principles:  

1. Youth should be gradually empowered, 

2. Restorative practices should be integrated into the sport experience. 

3. Efforts should be made to transfer learning outside of sports.  

4. Individuals are interconnected as members of a team and community. 

5. Participants have accountability for individual actions and their impact on others.  

 

Implications and Conclusion 

Benson and Scales (2009) argue that positive relationships help youth develop valuable life 

skills such as peaceful conflict resolution. Moreover, relationships impact the well-being of youth 

by promoting personal and social skills to help navigate life experiences (Search Institute, 

2018). Hence, Evans and Vaandering (2016) explain that nurturing healthy relationships is 

essential to providing youth with a positive learning environment. However, the abilities of 

youth to maintain healthy relationships should not be assumed. Our extension of restorative 

practices aims to recognize the centrality of relationships to the well-being of youth and provide 

intentional strategies to promote positive relationships through sports.  

 

Given the centrality of relationships to both restorative practices and the TPSR model, we argue 

that TPSR provides the appropriate context to extend restorative practice into school sports 

while maintaining a focus on positive relationships. The TPSR model provides a central focus on 

relationships throughout the structured lesson format including opportunities for relational time, 

opportunities for reflection, and social interaction during physical activity time. Relationship 

development through youth programs seems to work best when positive experiences are 

embedded within the social norms of programs (Roehlkepartain et al., 2017). This approach is 

consistent with the research on both TPSR and restorative practice, where scholars have found 

that the values should be integrated throughout programming. The Restorative Youth Sports 

Model provides an opportunity for restorative schools to integrate their practices into sports in 

order to more fully realize the potential of holistic integration of restorative practices. As the 

participants in our study suggested, this model likely works best when adult program leaders 

share the values of the model. When those values do align, the model provides practice 

strategies for integrating restorative practices into daily practice routines (e.g., lesson plan 

format). More practical resources related to restorative practice and TPSR are widely available 
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and could be used to support restorative youth sports. As one example, the TPSR model 

includes a reflection tool that has been used to assist teachers in implementing TPSR teaching 

strategies (Hemphill et al., 2015).  

 

We refer to the Restorative Youth Sports Model as an applied model with the understanding 

that models are often a purposeful simplification of the constructs they describe. However, 

models do not need to be completely accurate or field tested to have value (Nilson, 2015). The 

Restorative Youth Sports Model serves as a descriptive tool to ensure appropriate 

representation of the values within restorative practices and TPSR and to support initial 

implementation of restorative practice in sport programs. Importantly, implementation of the 

model will elicit new questions for scholarship and practical challenges for practitioners. 

Consistent with our community-engaged approach, this model could provide new opportunities 

for community partners to inform the future directions of this work. Restorative youth sports is 

also consistent with reflective approaches to practice (Schon, 1987), as the model represents an 

initial examination of theory as it is described in the literature and used in practice.  

 

There are several limitations to this study. Our data collection was limited to Wellington, New 

Zealand, and therefore should not be overgeneralized. To account for this limitation, the 

findings are grounded in two frameworks (TPSR and restorative practices) that are more 

broadly applied in a variety of contexts. Another important limitation is that our findings do not 

include the experiences and perspectives of youth participants. Given the emphasis on building 

relationships among youth, it is important to consider the youth perspective in future work 

related to this model.  

 

Several challenges remain for the Restorative Youth Sports Model. The literature suggests that 

continuing professional development programs will be necessary to support the implementation 

of this model. Teachers and coaches may be supported through professional development 

workshops, opportunities to collaborate with their peers, and opportunities to reflect on their 

practices (Boyd & Felgate, 2015; Hemphill et al., 2015). It is also important to recognize that 

this approach is not suitable for all youth sports programs. The applied model aims to enhance 

values-based programs that aspire to be inclusive of all youth, help youth develop relationships, 

and promote the development of personal and social skills within and beyond sports. Finally, 

specific attention is needed to understand the nature or tension, conflicts, and harms in sports 

and how restorative practices may enhance program leaders’ ability to address those issues. 

Future practice and scholarships that addresses these challenges will make substantial 

contributions to the TPSR model and to restorative practice.  
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