Restorative Schools

By Nancy Riestenberg estorative philosophies are influenc:
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Families and Learning. lirerature. In Minnesota, four school dis-

tricts are demonstration sices. for the use
of réstorative measures as an alternative
to suspension and expulsion. The districes
have adapred the processes of sentencing
circles and victim/offender dialogue to
address harm, from bullying and harass-
ment to classroom disruptions and chronic
arrendance problems to “rerroristic”
threats, In addition, staff is applying class-
room management techniques that teach
the skills of self-control and tolerance.

Students are reacting positively to the idea that we are looking
at alternate ways to handle problem behaviors. There has not
been one student who feels that detention serves a positive

purpose.
South St Paul, a suburban school district,
has three restorative justice planners, one
in each of the two clementary schools
and one in the junior-senior high building,
They conduct circles to repair harm, pro-
mote understanding and teach problem-
solving. For example, racist remarks by an
elementary student offered an exceprional
upportunity not only to repair harm bue
also o promaote a deeper understanding
of the effects of racism. The project coor-
dinaror wrote,

An elemencary student made derogasory com-
menrs to three others abour ther races Theough
the circle process the victims explained whar rhe
comment reminded them of: an nncle being shor
by & white man whe called han the <ame name

as he was shooting himg o movie char has “chose
people dressed i white doing mean things o es”
Ome student sawl, “1t hurt my heart badly, and |
need o do something abour it.™ The otfender!
applicant explained that he then undersmood what
he sasd was wrong, The students became friends,
and chey play togeeher daily,

The district pairs the use of the ardle

repair harm, with the discipling philoso-
phy of Dr. William Glasser and Diane
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Crossert. In her book Restitntion, Gossen
directs reachers to teach children self-
control though an understanding of per-
sonal needs, the use of problem-solving
skills and an expectanon that children and
adules can make amends—restitution—
tor the harm that they cause,

Princeton, a rural district in nocth-central
Minnesora, has a restorative justice plan-
ner in the high school. He facilitates ar-
cles e address harm, support or healing
circles, and discussion circles for class-
rooms that need help working out their
class rules, He also provides educanon
ahour circles at stafl meetings, through
c-mail and classroom demonstrations, with
the goal of having reachers and deans use
the process themselves,

The process gives all parties insighr. The
Princeton project coordinator reported
last year that, in a arcle, the staff learned
of the debilitating effects expulsion had
un one student.

A tenth-grade student was referred o circle for
artendince ssuies. During the second dircle, he
told a stery abaue how be bad oor fele comtor-
able i school sinee he had been-expelled the fall
of his eighth-grade schoal year for the entire year.
Wi one at the high school had any idea how teau
maric the experience had been for him voril horh
he and his mother salked aboat i in the circle. He
cold the members that thas was the brso nme he
felr anyone atc school had ceally ried o under-
stand where he was coming from.

A plan was developed to help the student
determine whether he would stay at the
high school or enrall in thealternative
learning center,

West Central Area Schools is a rural
consalidated district made up of students
from small towns in five different coun-
ties, They have embarked on a voluntary
rraining program for staff with an edu-
carional consultant teaching teachers
restorative and democratic classroom
management technigues. At the same time,
the consitlrant is alse conducting restora-
tive dialogues for harm berween students
and between students and staff,

The students are very encouraged by

this change in approach. As the project
director reporred, “Srudents are reacting
positively to the idea that we are looking
at alternate wavs to handle problem be-
haviors. There has not been one student




whao teels that detention serves a positive
purpose.” Eventually, staff will alsa be
traimed n the intervenrion appraaches

of restorative dialogue and circles, so thar
the K=12 district can be restoranively self-
sufficient,

The fourth school, Seward Montessari

i the Minneapelis school districe, trained
the behavior specialist and assistant prin
cipal in the arcle process. Circles are the
first option for the admimistrators in this
inner ciry k=8 school, suspension the last,
and they have found that some problems
are not sodved in the firse trv, The hehavy-
it specialist used a multistage approach
toy resolve the competition of a group of
girls that was affecring the class,

Three circles were held, firse with the
entire class, then with six girls and finally
with three girls and their mothers. The
social compact signed in the last circle

by the girls and their parents inchuded

an agreement that if two girls were acting
urconspiring to exclude another, the girls
would stop and alk about it, stop and
journal about it, talk te an adult, ask for
a medianon or ask tor a crcle,

The school alse provided training in
circles for the staff, and more and more
teachers are using the process in their
classrooms. Circles, complete with a
talking object, an introductory poem

or metaphor, and a closing reading, may
be used for morning meetings {where stu-
dents and teachers check in and talk abour
how they are feeling), academic discussion
groups or in class problem-solving ses-
sions, Classes examine community and
mdividual values through circle discus-
sions of moral dilemmas using children’s
lirerarure and stories,

These four projects are finding thar the
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vention can be complimentary to some
discipline philosophies. A strict behavior-
ist approach, where the teacher is trying to
gam compliance through punishments and
rewards, is less compartible to restorarive
measures than cognitive processes. In that
approach; the teacher 15 a facilitator, help-
ing the student to use thinking skills and
to develop selt-control, Teaching pro-
social skills; such as giving and recetving
compliments, identfication and appropri-
ate expression of feelings, problem solyv-
ing, anger management and empathy

are part of a cognitive-hased classroom.
Conflict resolution 1s raught and used

by students and staff. Making amends is
discussed, and of course practiced when
harm happens.

SCHOGLS.

By Sam Halstead

We want them to be responsible,
s0 we show how they are responsible for the consequences of their
choices.

We want them to be positive and constructive,

50 we model, reinforce and reward positive and constructive activities.

We want them to be non-violent,
so we help them use practical, non-violent options to solve their
problems.

We want them Lo be kind and loving people,
S0 we encourage their kindness and reinforce the love they already
hawve for family and friends.

We want tham to quit baing the tough guy,
80 we show how respect and tolerance are fundamental to sociaty.

We want them to quit hanging around losers,
50 we help them become winners.

We want them to quit exploiting us,
s0 we remain beyond exploitation.

We want them to take control of their lives,
50 we show them how they can.

Reprinted with permission from the June 1599 edition of The Journal
of Correctional Education.

One distnict deseribed a teacher making
amends in their grant report:

A teacher requested a circle with o student afrer
he yelied ar the student for nor complening his
hamework. The teacher wanted o repair the
harm done o che student our of anger and Fros-
tratioin. [n e circle, the studene’s mother said,
“Welcome to being human,™ The student said,
“Weall can do berter, and U'm ready o do my
part.” The teacher had the courage wr admir his
mistake and scek belp i repairng rthe hasm
through the circle.

[ncorporating restorarive measures inro a
school is for some educators a paradigm
shift; but for others, it 1s anorher fammbiar
toal. Cognitive behavior approaches have
been developed, honed, written up into
curricula and taught for many vears. A
teacher who involves the class in making
the rules with her or who holds 2 class
meeting every week, may already use
conflice resolution and other problem-
solving approaches to help students

learn all that classroom life has o offer
the social-emotional as well as the aca-
demic lessons. Restorative measures are
a welcome addition in such a halistic
ENVIrONMment, @
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