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Almost all young people involved in serious offending experience a sense of alienation from school.  They often fail to achieve and are often excluded from it.   IPS was asked to look at what could be done by schools.   But young offenders are a relatively small group in any school and their problems are not necessarily representative.  

Work done by the Ministry of Education has shown that although average achievement levels of school leavers in New Zealand have been increasing compared to other OECD countries - but so too have the numbers of low achievers.   This has led to developing new responses for teaching those in different cultural groups and increased support for those with difficulty in core areas.  In response to increased absenteeism and expulsions in the ‘90s, the Ministry of Education has introduced a number of new truancy and suspension reduction initiatives.  

Methods:  After some thought we decided that the most constructive response we could make to these concerns would be to tell the some of the success stories of schools that had found ways of increasing inclusion and reducing underperformance.  Our interest in restorative justice led us to focus on schools that had introduced restorative practices. This reports describes the results of our interviews with key staff in 15 secondary schools and presents more detailed case studies of five of them.

What are restorative practices:  Our schools mostly started by using restorative conferences – a strategy based on the youth justice family group conference.  The goal of the restorative conference is to respond to the serious behavioural issues that could potentially lead to suspension and expulsion.  These conferences brought together teachers, the student and their families to discuss reasons underlying the behaviour;  to discuss issues of accountability and repair of harm where this was relevant; and to develop a plan to ensure the young person’s continuing education and to respond to unmet needs where these were relevant.   

But our schools soon found a need to go further.  To assist the young people who came to the conferences 

· they started mentoring programmes to provide ongoing support for the young people and their families with serious difficulties, 

· they extended other support programmes in their schools, 

· they developed relationships with outside community services for children and families.  

· they also found better ways of responding to minor matters within the school before they escalated.  

Underpinning these practical steps, we found something that most of the schools felt was even more important:  the decision to build a whole school culture based on respect. Respect was what was wanted by all sectors of the school community:  teachers, students and their families.  A lack of perceived respected had been the most commonly voiced complaint of all groups. As students so often tell those who make them angry – “Don’t dis me!”  

There were many ways of doing this: 

· adopting respectful behaviour as a core value for both teachers and students; 

· changing disciplinary strategies to ones that affirm and reward the positive rather than criticize and punish the negative; 

· attending quickly to minor incidents in ways that support those affected and prevent repetition in future (the ‘restorative chat’);  

· discussing in class the behavioural issues relevant to the whole group in ways that strengthen positive response (the ‘restorative class meeting’); 

· developing practices within the school that affirm achievement of all sorts and increase the sense of identity and belonging of all students, parents and teachers.  

In conclusion:  Many of these strategies echo previous findings about best practice in relation to disciplinary strategies, effective teaching, and responsiveness to cultural difference.  They echo many themes that come from previous studies about the importance of school climates that emphasise respect, care and building inclusive communities.  What is new is possibly only the ‘restorative’ rhetoric.  Yet perhaps this is what is needed at present – a reaffirmation of all that we know about what works and an articulation of it in terms that everyone, including the students themselves can understand.  

The journeys of our schools were many and varied and their communities were very different in culture, location and socio-economic resources. Like all journeys there were trials and tribulations and wrong turnings.  The route was often very different but some underlying themes recur:  these themes are about the determination to build constructive responses to conflict and the provide support for all within their community.  Their records show an increased level of academic performance and a decreased number of suspensions and expulsions.  These results have convinced us that, building respectful cultures using restorative principles and practices can work to grow and build inclusive and successful school communities. 
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