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This summary report outlines the implementation and impact of Restorative Practices (RP) in seven post-primary schools in the Northwest.  The Health Service Executive NorthWest (HSE NW) Mental Health Promotion Strategy and Action Plan 2005-2010 (HSE NW, 2005) has highlighted the importance of identifying opportunities to promote the mental health of teenagers and young adults.  Therefore, the Restorative Practices Project was implemented in order to examine its potential in the promotion of mental health with this population group in the school setting.

Report by: 

Mc Garrigle, M., Meade, K. and Santa-Maria Morales, A.  Pilot implementation of Restorative Practices in Post-Primary Schools in the Northwest Region (2006) (   pages) Health Promotion Research Centre, NUI Galway (2006).

Executive Summary

The Restorative Practices Project in the schools in the North-West began in November 2003 with Information and Training sessions offered to all schools.  Since September 2004, seven Post-Primary Schools have introduced Restorative Practices into their schools. They have been supported by Health Promotion through further training and ongoing contact, funded by HSE Northwest. 

A restorative approach is beneficial to the mental health of both student and staff. One Principal commented “The blood pressure of the school has gone away down”. It is about repairing relationships, giving an alternative to suspensions/exclusions, and hence has the potential of keeping the young person in school.  The positive approach to relationships at all levels in the school connects closely with the concept of the Health Promoting School.  Those involved to date say ‘This is working’.  Schools have shown their commitment by releasing teachers for training. Schools are always interested in further training as they each assess how to integrate this approach into their school community.  Teachers already trained say they need more colleagues trained in order to create a greater impact among all the Staff.

A case study of one school was undertaken in May 2005 with the help of the Family Group Conference team, and this has been written up and distributed informally. In partnership with Donegal VEC we are now extending this Project to four new schools.  Training and ongoing support will be offered to all eleven schools. 

There is ongoing discussion with the Department of Education, to explore their role in the future development of Restorative Practices in schools in Ireland. We made a submission to that Task Force on Student Behaviour, set up by the Minister for Education. Their report titled ‘School Matters’,  recommends training in Restorative practices to be part of Teacher Education, a means of empowering students and a tool for dealing with behaviour issues.

We would like to see the energy we have put in to exploring and implementing Restorative Practices in the North-West be effectively used to make this a possibility for many more schools, both at Primary and Post-Primary levels.

_________________

Margaret McGarrigle

Restorative Practices Coordinator. 

March 2006
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1. Aims of the Evaluation

The Restorative Practices study aims to:

a) Assess the feasibility of Restorative Practices in post-primary schools

b) Assess the attitudes of principals, teachers and students towards the Restorative Practices

c) Assess the effects of Restorative Practices on teachers and students

2. Restorative Practices Process

The main aim of the Restorative Practices Process in schools is to reduce exclusions, drop-outs, absenteeism among students and hence ensure that more of our ‘at risk’ young people stay in school and have an increased opportunity to live a successful healthy life. Restorative Practices in schools can be implemented through a continuum, ranging from listening/language to Restorative conferences or School Group Conferences depending on the issues being dealt with.  The principles of Restorative Justice from which Restorative Practices are developed are based primarily on the ethos of rebuilding of relationships, after harm has been caused. It aims to do this through creating a culture of positive relationships in a school community based on care and justice that allow for more uninterrupted learning and development (Hopkins, 2004)   Evaluation of restorative justice in schools carried by Youth Justice Board for England and Wales (2004) looked at using restorative justice conferences to tackle exclusions, truancy, bullying and other forms of anti-social behaviour.  Their findings showed that there were some important improvements in pupils’ attitudes in schools that had implemented restorative justice in a way that involved the whole school.  In addition, staff interviewed believed that their school had benefited from restorative justice approaches.

3. Evaluation Measures

The implementation of the Restorative Practice programme was undertaken in seven different post-primary schools in Co. Donegal and Co. Sligo in 2004/2005.  Data were collected from the post-primary schools.  A range of measures were employed with principals, teachers and students, using qualitative and quantitative methods to estimate the impact of the programme (i.e. Individual interviews, School Profile Questionnaire, Incident Reports, Group Interviews).  

4. Findings

Overall, schools reported a fairly positive and supportive school environment, with clear policies on issues relating to the well-being of students and staff, a number of support staff available to students and a high degree of mutual respect within and between students and staff.  

In general, the use of Restorative Practices was well received by both teachers and students.  A number of key findings emerged as follows:

a) Assess the feasibility of Restorative Practices in post-primary schools

●What Restorative Practices achieved in seven post-primary schools

· Significant decrease in the number of detentions (p<.05)

· Significant decrease in number of visits to the principal office (p<.05)

· ‘Time out’ was never given as an option before Restorative Practices – but was an option following Restorative Practices (p<.05)

· There was also a reduction in the number of suspensions in some of the schools

●Most common barriers to implementing Restorative Practices in schools were reported to be 

· An overcrowded curriculum (n=5)

· Lack of resources (n=4)

· Lack of training for teachers (n=2)

●Ways to extend the Restorative Practices to other schools

The school staff were asked what they would say to other schools about Restorative Practices (RP) to sell the concept to them and also what advice would they give to Principals/Schools who are interested in starting RP in their schools. Comments included- ‘Acknowledge that RP is a slow process – not to be in a hurry’, ‘Inform all and train the ‘interested’ people’, ‘Need to show some statistics - to show that RP works’. ‘If SPHE is valued already – it makes it easier’, ‘Gives a ‘support network’ to handle situations’ and it  ‘Provides skills – e.g. communication – in school and for life’

b) Assess the attitudes of principals, teachers and students towards the Restorative Practices

●Perception of Outcome satisfaction by the parties involved in the Restorative Practices process, using in the Incident Reports

Following the Restorative interventions a Report was filled in by teachers which stated the perceived satisfaction of the outcome of the process for the recorder, staff member, wrongdoer and harmed person(s) 

For the staff involved, the majority (42.5%) reported the outcome to be very satisfactory and 32.5% reported the outcome as being satisfactory.  

For the wrongdoers involved, the majority (62.5%) of schools reported that the wrongdoers involved in the incidents stated that the outcome was very satisfactory.  Over a third (35%) reported that the wrongdoers stated that the outcome was satisfactory.

For those who were harmed, 42.5% of the schools reported the harmed considered the outcome to be very satisfactory.

●Addressing the issue of bullying in the school

The school staff were asked if the restorative approach is an appropriate way to tackle or address possible bullying in the school. The following explanations were given; ‘Yes, all incidents, wouldn’t use anything else’ ,‘Bullying polices – using same methods, but RP gives finality’, ‘Restorative Practices process finds the real issue – traditional approaches may not allow that’ ,‘Restorative Practices listens to the ‘victim’ and ‘bully’ – wrongdoer realises the hurt they cause. The mutuality about bullying’, ‘RP Approach is more conclusive to traditional approaches (punishment regime)’, ‘RP gives you a ‘How to’ to deal with situations’

●Difficulties in relation to implementing Restorative Practices in Schools

The school staff identified a number of difficulties to implementing Restorative Practices in their schools.  General comments included;

‘This is a troublesome pupil and I do not think R.J. would be appropriate next time.  If it is used I feel it will have to be accompanied by more severe sanctions’, ‘Certain resistance to accepting each other apologies’, ‘Time will tell – student has huge problem controlling his temper – will need to check back in a few weeks to see if student is co-operating’

c) Assess the effects of the programme on teachers and students 

●Teachers’ Reactions to the Process

The teachers acknowledged some positive effects in the relationships between them and their students; ‘Good relationship between student and teacher since’ ,‘This worked so well that the two pupils involved gave myself and the other year head involved a box of chocolates each’ ,‘Much better atmosphere in class since – student doing well’

The teachers identified some positive effects of the RP process on their relationships with fellow teachers; ‘Teacher came to me after incident and was pleased and agreeable with the outcome so far’

School staff highlighted the need for support from the parents in making RP successful; ‘Some parents were very supportive’, ‘Parents were contacted in a positive way informing how well the young person took on the responsibility for actions’, ‘I would involve the parents at once in this boy’s case and I am in the process of that right now’

●Students’ Reactions to the Process       

School staff outlined that the Restorative Practice process was a positive experience for students and noted positive changes in the students’ attitude - ‘(RP) Worked really well – students were and felt listened to’.

●Teacher-student relationship

Teachers outlined that the programme encouraged a good teacher-student relationship and it created a space where students could be listened to.  Teachers felt it was important to have follow-up support available for students following an incident.

5. Recommendations

Aspects highlighted by school staff for the successful implementation of the Restorative Practice process: 

a) Planned implementation 

· Plan step-by-step approach

· Inform and then work with staff who are interested

· Link with SPHE programme in school

· Encourage schools to have policies regarding Health & Safety for all in place

b) Resources 

●Resource of Time needs to be allowed for in Time-tabling

●Regular meetings of Year Heads/Core Team where Restorative Practice is explored regularly

c) Teachers’ Support 

●Training in a staged manner

●Clear understanding of school policy regarding implementation of Restorative Practices

●Acknowledge fears of moving from comfort zone of traditional    approach

e) Parents’ Support 

●Involve parents in Restorative Practices intervention as much as possible

●Inform parents of this approach in schools

f) Students’ Support 

●Train student councils/mentors/peer mediators in Restorative Practices

●Clarify with students the ‘what’ and ‘why’ of this approach

g) Future Evaluation 

●Use validated measures for the evaluation

●Collection of data for detentions

●Plan a comprehensive evaluation of schools getting involved in Restorative practices

●Statistics should be used as a tool for informing other schools/agencies of the impact of Restorative practices

6. Conclusion 

The findings from the programme implementation are encouraging and suggest that Restorative Practices has the potential to influence positively the School Community.  The roll out of the programme on a larger scale with longer-term evaluation follow-up with a larger sample is recommended.
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