RESTORATIVE JUSTICE AT WORK IN LETTERKENNY VOCATIONAL SCHOOL

As never before, schools are challenged to respond to the changing mores and behaviours of society in a way that allows of educational attainment in an inclusive environment where students, parents and school staff can expect support. Increasingly, traditional retributive systems of discipline are proving to be blunt and ineffective instruments in meeting the more complex needs of today’s partners in education.

As part of our search for a better way, at Letterkenny Vocational School we signed on (along with six other schools in Donegal and Sligo) in September 2004 for a pilot programme in Restorative Justice in Schools, supported by the Health Service Executive, North West and coordinated by Margaret McGarrigle.

 Restorative Justice (RJ) operates on the basis that when a person does harm, it is the responsibility of the entire school community to acknowledge what has happened and to come up with a plan to repair the harm done. The traditional approach establishes blame, reaches for a menu of punishments and selects which one best fits the crime. The net result is that the wrongdoer is further isolated, his/her needs are not addressed, the victim’s suffering is never acknowledged and the likelihood of recurrence is high.

RJ has its origins in aboriginal societies like the Maori people of New Zealand whose strong sense of community leads them to be affronted by the notion of a wrongdoer standing alone in a courtroom to be tried. For them, this is more properly a matter for the community to resolve working together. The criminal justice systems in Australia, Canada and the United States began to review their approaches to youth crime in order to achieve the repairing of harm done to individuals and the community, using family conferencing and restorative methods.  In the 1990s this thinking spread to Europe and Britain, and Barnardos NI introduced a RJ pilot programme into six schools in Northern Ireland. Soon people began to see how school communities could benefit from this innovative approach.

Belinda Hopkins, Centre for Restorative Justice in Education, summarises how RJ can impact on relationships in schools as opposed to traditional disciplinary approaches:

	OLD MODEL RETRIBUTIVE JUSTICE IN SCHOOLS
	
	NEW MODEL RESTORATIVE JUSTICE IN SCHOOLS

	Misbehaviour defined as breaking the school rules
	1
	Misbehaviour defined as adversely affecting others

	Focus on establishing blame or guilt, on the past (did s/he do it?)
	2
	Focus on problem-solving by expressing feelings and needs and how to meet them in the future

	Adversarial relationships and process
	3
	Dialogue and negotiation – everyone involved in communicating and cooperating with each other

	Imposition of pain or unpleasantness to punish and deter
	4
	Restitution as a means of restoring both/ all parties, the goal being reconciliation

	Attention to rights, rules and adherence to due process
	5
	Attention to right relationships and achievement of the desired outcome

	Conflict represented as impersonal and abstract: individual versus the school
	6
	Misdemeanours recognized as interpersonal conflicts with some value for learning

	One social injury replaced by another
	7
	Focus on repair of social injury/ damage

	School community as spectators, represented by member of staff dealing with the situation
	8
	School community involved in facilitation and restoration

	People affected by misdemeanour not necessarily involved
	9
	Encouragement of all concerned to be involved – empowerment

	Wrongdoer’s accountability defined in terms of receiving punishment
	10
	Wrongdoer’s accountability defined as understanding the impact of the action, seeing it as a consequence of choices and helping to decide how to put things right


HOW DOES RJ OPERATE IN PRACTISE?

To work well, RJ requires a whole school approach and a lot of rethinking about the nature of schools as living organic communities of people, involving students, school staff and parents. We clearly enunciate the respect that is due to and from each member, and work towards building strong relationships in our daily interactions. There is a recognition that because we are human and thus not perfect, it is inevitable that conflict between members will occur. The real test of a mature community is how these conflicts are addressed and resolved in a manner that supports those involved. This is what RJ does so well.

There is a wide spectrum of practices that can be used in a RJ school, starting with everyday informal interactions.

Restorative statements, questions, discussion.  

For example in the case of a fight/disagreement/name-calling incident among students the traditional approach would be to ask:

· Who is to blame?

· Why did you do that?

· What is the appropriate punishment?

But the restorative teacher will ask:

· What happened?

· Who has been affected and how?

· How can we put right the harm done?

· What have we learned from this so as to make different choices next time?

Peer mediation:

Some of our senior students opt to become Peer Mentors and part of the training they receive from the Donegal Youth Service is how to mediate effectively in low-level conflicts amongst fellow students, using the restorative questions.

Circle Time:

This listening exercise can be used in classrooms to address problems that arise e.g. where a student or group of students persistently disrupts the learning atmosphere. The teacher can very quickly get the students to arrange their chairs in a circle, agree that one person speaks at a time and get the class to focus on the problem that has arisen. The process is empowering of the students and the collective will of the group is often very effective in resolving the difficulties.

We have used Solution Focused Circles to address challenges that arise for staff e.g. when we looked at how we should respond to the recent anti-smoking legislation. A group of six staff members, nominated by the staff, met with the Principal and Deputy to consider the situation. Within forty minutes, there was in place an analysis of the problems we faced and an action plan to address these.

During staff meetings a solution-focused approach can be very effective. We agree to allocate five minutes to outlining a problem, and twenty minutes to coming up with solutions to it.

Impromptu Conference:

This is where the Principal, Deputy or Year Head will convene a meeting to address a conflict which is proving to be difficult to resolve.  Present typically would be a student, parents and teachers. Initially the facilitator will set out the objectives of the meeting i.e. to acknowledge the wrongs that have been done and to see how the situation can move forward to the benefit of everybody.

All participants are given an opportunity to put forward his/her thoughts and feelings in response to the restorative questions. It is crucial that everyone’s version of events is listened to and respected. 

This is the point when traditionally the Principal would find the defendant guilty and pronounce sentence. In an Impromptu Conference, the Principal now challenges all present to come up with ideas as to how the harm can be put right and how it may now be possible for everyone to work together in a positive way.

Restorative Conference:

At the top end of the spectrum is the full-scale Restorative Conference. This is a more formal gathering involving the victim, their family members, the wrongdoer and their family members and school personnel. It is a highly structured and tightly scripted meeting which takes place normally after school hours. In the UK and USA, outside facilitators are brought into schools, but as part of the support provided by the HSE, NW, two staff members from each participating school received training as conference facilitators. The facilitators visit the homes in advance so that all participants are fully apprised of what is involved.

A Restorative Conference will only be necessary in exceptional circumstances e.g. an intractable bullying problem where everything else has failed. Because everyone present speaks openly about how they are personally affected by the wrongdoing, a conference can be an extremely emotional and moving experience.  When everyone has spoken, the participants are invited to withdraw to different rooms and to come up with suggestions as to how to move forward. Having reconvened, the facilitator helps to put together an agreed plan which everyone is invited to subscribe to. The evening finishes informally with tea/coffee and sandwiches, a compulsory and hugely symbolic part of the conference.

SOUNDS LOVELY, BUT DOES IT WORK?

The core business of all schools is teaching and learning. Little teaching and less learning can take place unless there is a healthy and respectful relationship between teachers, students and parents. So any process that promotes and supports good quality relationships in schools has to be given consideration.

A case study was carried out in Letterkenny Vocational School by HSE personnel in June 2005. They interviewed students, staff and parents who had experienced RJ during the previous school year.

Students said:

· It was hard but I was able to say what I wanted without someone telling me what to do. Normally I was just told to go home.

· If someone shouts at me I just shout back louder. Why should I have to listen to someone who won’t listen to me?

· I am proud now that I have changed the way I am at school.

· Every year I was planning to leave. Now I want to get a Leaving Cert, and know that I will.

Parents reported:

· Everyone had a chance to speak. I definitely felt listened to by the school, and also my son.

· It has helped us to communicate better with our children at home too, trying to listen more instead of blaming.

· Restorative approaches resulted in more positive contact with the school: It’s good when a phone call comes through now to tell you something good.

· Conferencing was a safe forum to communicate.

Staff reported:

· A much calmer environment which created a healthy and happy school year.

· That the RJ approach has put a better structure on what was already good practice at the school

· Restorative conferencing as a challenging process.

· Restorative language as a powerful tool: the questions don’t ask why but the students are able to think about their behaviour better.

· A fear that traditional discipline is being used less, that a restorative approach may not always work and that restorative practices can be manipulated by students.

As Principal of the school, I am aware of changing mindsets as a result of RJ. An offender now will spend less time denying what s/he has done and more time thinking about how the damage can be repaired. 

Students will attest that the RJ process is not a let-off or an easy option for the wrongdoer. It challenges all concerned to address the effects of wrongdoing on others.

Staff members are gaining more confidence in the outcomes of RJ; although the process demands huge inputs of time, there is a dividend for staff in having to deal with significantly fewer incidents of repeat offending and a consequent reduction in workplace stress. Parents are less intimidated by the dreaded summons to the school; they know now that they are being invited in to contribute to a solution to a difficulty that has arisen. Significantly there was a reduction of 35% in the number of student suspensions in 2004/05 compared with the previous school year.

RJ is not the silver bullet solution to the ailments of all schools and it has not absolved us from the need to continue to work at making the school a more democratic and meaningful experience for our students. A giant step in this regard has been the open invitation of the Board of Management to meet with the Student Council whenever it has issues that need to be addressed.

RJ teaches us that when we set out to create a respectful and welcoming school community for all, its members will value the sense of connection it gives them, and they will find it increasingly difficult to offend against it.

PADDY O’CONNOR

Principal

Websites:

www.netcare-ni.com
www.restorativejustice.org.uk
www.transformingconflict.org
www.realjustice.org
www.restorativejusticescotland.org.uk/schools.htm
