Element 2: Written analytical commentary. 
 
Critically discuss the research evidence underpinning an early intervention of your choice and how this could be applied and evaluated in your own professional setting.  
An Examination of the Effects of Restorative Conversations on the Well-Being of Pupils and Staff in School Settings
The well-being of pupils and staff is now an important part of school policy and practice and is consequently becoming vital in providing a positive educational experience. Schools have always used a range of approaches to support the mental and emotional well-being of their pupils and staff. These approaches may include social-emotional learning strategies, mental health resources, mediation strategies, and restorative practices. The Welsh Government’s approach to well-being, which is derived from obligations set out within the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, states that schools should look to promote not only academic success but also the emotional and social development which is fundamental to empowering young individuals. This legislative framework underlines an imperative need for developing resilient individuals equipped to thrive in various future contexts (Welsh Government, 2015).
[bookmark: _Int_4eFTIGVx]At Bishop Gore School, the current systems for promoting well-being include dedicated pastoral care that utilises a ‘house system’ which operates in parallel with vertical tutoring. Pupils in Bishop Gore are placed into one of five ‘houses’ and subsequently into tutor groups that encompass Year 7, 8, 9, 10 & 11. This method of organisation allows pupils to widen their friendship groups and work with pupils they might not ordinarily have the opportunity to. Bishop Gore has created a system of pupil organisation which, according to school policy, is based upon the desire to nurture relationships and develop proactive intervention programmes through developing a sense of community within the school. This ensures that the emotional needs of students are being addressed. The school maintains that this organisation fosters an environment that values student voice, student participation, and community engagement which then effectively connects with existing and emerging legislation such as the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 which seeks to emphasise the importance of inclusive educational practices, acknowledging the diverse needs of all learners. As Bishop Gore School has a very diverse student population, the need to build connections to the school community to support engagement in learning, well-being and personal growth has been particularly vital.
Within this context, restorative conversations have emerged as a vital, proactive intervention for Bishop Gore School because of pupil diversity. Year on year there are increases in eFSM numbers in each cohort, increases in EAL pupils and a far greater number of pupils travelling significant distances to attend school.  Consequently, SLT highlighted there is a deficit in the connection pupils feel to the school community and felt restorative conversations would be an effective approach to developing community connections. This approach aligns closely with both national policy directives and the principles outlined in the recent Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020), which advances an ethos centred around inclusivity, co-operation, and compassion within educational environments. Restorative conversations not only aim to mend relationships affected by misunderstanding and conflict but due to their growth from the principles of restorative justice, they also effectively nurture a school culture which values understanding, collective growth and an understanding of accountability. Primary and secondary evidence suggested a positive impact on both pupils and staff at Bishop Gore School and highlighted a fundamental change in the approach of the school regarding personal relationships and conflicts reflecting a desire to foster learning environments that support learning and personal growth. These factors made this an engaging topic of study.
The theoretical underpinnings of restorative conversations are broadly anchored in the principles of restorative justice which emphasise the importance of dialogue in resolving conflicts and fostering trust among individuals within a community. This approach is likely to be an appropriate one when considering a school community which can be quite vulnerable to conflict. According to Zehr (2002), restorative justice illustrates the idea that students and school staff are most likely to take responsibility for their actions when they are engaged in open, respectful communication which allows for shared understanding and most stakeholders being honest and open about problem-solving.
In addition to Zehr’s study of the impact of restorative conversation, policy documents, such as 'Positive Relationships, Positive Outcomes' from the Welsh Government (Welsh Government, 2013), indicate that restorative practices in schools are essential. This is because they develop a nurturing environment that places emphasis on positive relationships both between staff and students and among the pupils themselves.  The National Assembly for Wales also recognises how important it is for schools to create an academic climate built on respect, understanding, and resilience. The SLT in Bishop Gore felt that the core principle that was the driving force behind implementing restorative conversations was pupil behaviour. Consequently, Bishop Gore staff aimed to address issues related to student behaviour, attendance, and academic performance through open and honest conversations and preventative measures rather than reliance on traditional punitive responses.
The development of restorative conversations as a strategy at Bishop Gore School evolved through a collaborative process. The approach was introduced by Senior Staff and a staff consultation was commissioned.  The outcome of the consultation was that staff were largely positive as punitive measures traditionally taken were proving to be ineffectual and were having a negative impact on staff well-being and relationships with pupils. The second phase involved staff training sessions, consultation with educational psychologists and mental health professionals, and the incorporation of best practices taken from existing local and national restorative frameworks. During initial professional development workshops, considerable focus was placed on the principles of restorative justice. The Senior Leadership Team was eager to provide all staff with the practical tools needed to facilitate constructive and meaningful dialogue designed to strengthen relationships within the school community (Hopkins, 2004). This was manifested through looking at several different school models but primarily focused on the five pillars of pivotal practice.
Implementing restorative conversations typically adheres to a structured framework wherein individuals involved in a conflict proceed through an established set of guiding questions, focusing on feelings, responsibilities, and potential resolutions (Morrison, 2007). Bishop Gore School was no different in their implementation which was underpinned by blending several different approaches used by other educational and workplace environments. Pupils have a very simple repetitive phrase to support postive decision making - “Be Ready, Be Respectful, Be Safe,” which clarifies expectations and makes very clear the expectations of all staff. This is supported by consistency through a process called “Graduated Response” which ensures that all members of the school community are treated in the same way to avoid any sense of injustice. When all these measures fail, the process of restorative conversation is applied. By utilising this structured approach at Bishop Gore School, pupils are provided a safe space to articulate their thoughts and emotions authentically, allowing for greater understanding and enhanced personal accountability. Pupil voice opportunities through student panels and anonymous questionnaires have provided plenty of clear feedback from Bishop Gore students and staff and suggests that the school environment encourages honest and open expression, leading to a far greater number of amicable conflict resolutions when compared to the traditional disciplinary measures used previously.
However, it should be understood that the evaluation of the intervention can only be established through a critical approach. Bishop Gore’s evaluation framework encompassed both quantitative and qualitative measures to appraise the intervention's effectiveness. For example, through the previously mentioned data collection methods over 80% of Bishop Gore pupils have stated they found the process of restorative conversations to have a greater positive impact on their well-being but only 50% of staff stated the same. A possible reason for this is embedded in qualitative data in that some pupils saw a restorative conversation as being an ‘easy’ or ‘soft’ option when presented with it as opposed to a more traditional detention or isolation punishment. However, in contrast, staff were invested in meaningful conversations that established the reasons behind behavioural choices that impacted on well-being and when pupils used restorative conversations as an easy out, they felt that the impact on well-being was negative as they perceived the effort being ‘one sided.’ Consequently, Bishop Gore’s staff evaluation of the impact of restorative conversations on well-being includes analyses of behavioural incidents pre- and post-intervention and case studies that capture the nuances of conversations and their respective outcomes and will take a prolonged period before any definitive conclusions can be made. While preliminary qualitative data from Bishop Gore School, including teacher observations and student reflections, indicate positive shifts in behaviour and relationships, ongoing scrutiny through structured data collection remains essential to enhancing the veracity of such claims.
The claim that restorative conversations are an effective intervention within school communities as part of a package to improve well-being has clear support from a variety of academic research sources. For example, studies suggest that restorative practices provide significant improvements in the school environment, a fall in disciplinary incidents, and enhancements in student engagement and overall academic performance.  Henggeler et al. (2012) conducted a meta-analysis examining how institutions that supported restorative practices experienced a variety of positive impacts. These ranged from a decrease in suspensions and expulsions to improvements in student satisfaction and engagement. Early data from Bishop Gore suggests a similar outcome as there has been a drop in pupil exclusions over the period in which restorative conversations have been used. However, the school policy to use an internal system of exclusion as opposed to formal exclusions may have also impacted this decrease.
[bookmark: _Int_tSTalq7k]In particular, research examining similar restorative practices within Welsh educational establishments echoes the experiences noted at Bishop Gore. Supporting this idea, Wandersman et al., 2016, claimed that analyses performed within local contexts have indicated observable benefits, such as diminished conflict rates and improved well-being outcomes for pupils. When looking elsewhere, successful implementations of restorative processes have also been noted in New Zealand, Australia, and Canada and reveal that schools adopting restorative practices observe observable improvements in student-teacher relationships and far more positive perceptions of school climate (Thorsborne & Vinegrad, 2006). A broader look at international models demonstrates a growing collective agreement which favours the use of restorative practices as effective measures in educational settings as a way of improving well-being.
However, while the existing literature points towards promising outcomes associated with restorative conversations, it is critical to acknowledge several limitations inherent in this research field. One weakness in this area of study is that many reports rely heavily on self-reporting. Bishop Gore should conduct further research and include diverse contexts to establish a stronger evidence base as qualitative responses could be misleading. This would provide a wider perspective regarding understanding of restorative processes and would help manage the expectations of school-based individuals regarding the benefits of this type of approach.
Several future approaches could be explored after evaluating existing practices.  One area that should be pursued is the creation of a professional development plan that requires investment and engagement from all staff members regarding the use of restorative conversations. However, any action plan established must engage with ongoing training, peer observations, and thoughtful reflections on practice as too often staff are quite isolated in their application of restorative conversations and their monitoring of their outcomes. A collaborative approach would allow the sharing of best practice thereby ensuring that restorative principles are fundamentally embedded in school culture and daily interactions between staff and students and amongst themselves.
Another approach that would be effective in moving forward with restorative conversations as a fundamental part of Bishop Gore’s approach to creating connections in their school community would be through creating dedicated roles such as restorative conversation champions or forming a restorative practices team to establish professional dialogues within the school could have a positive impact on the way restorative conversations are used in a school environment. Once established, this school improvement group could be used for leading restorative conversations and providing ongoing support to both pupils and staff struggling with conflict when the initial attempt by the member of staff to instigate a restorative conversation has failed. This team would also offer professional development and mentor staff on best practices which would reinforce the school’s commitment to restorative approaches and firmly embed them at the heart of the school culture.
Using quantitative sources and gathering numerical data, such as tracking behavioural incidents, attendance rates, and academic performance is effective when used with anecdotal evidence. Feedback from both pupils and staff is important when monitoring changes in the perception of restorative conversations, the effects on relationships, and the overall emotional well-being of the school community. The current practice of employing surveys, focus groups, and student questionnaires is excellent but should be used with quantitative data to support further development of restorative conversations to make school communities more effective.
As restorative conversations are currently part of the practice at Bishop Gore School, a rigorous critical evaluation must be of utmost priority. Specific attention must be paid to stakeholders, including students, parents, and staff, alongside thorough data analysis that determines the effectiveness of these practices and identifies areas for improvement. In circumstances where findings suggest gaps or weaknesses in implementation, further exploration of alternative restorative approaches—such as peer mediation, community circles, or family group conferences—could bolster existing support mechanisms and cultivate resilience among students and staff alike.
The study of restorative conversations to build a sense of community and improve well-being in Bishop Gore highlights plenty of potential. The use of restorative conversations, supported through research and legislation, has the potential to address school conflicts and build an empathetic culture. As well as this, it also has the capacity to encourage staff and pupils to focus on responsibility, and community involvement. Embedding restorative conversations into the professional environment and taking part in critical assessments of their impact is of vital importance as staff in Bishop Gore can harness this approach to develop healthier, more resilient, and responsive school communities. Consequently, the potential effectiveness on well-being of restorative conversations within Bishop Gore School remain substantial, presenting potential for growth and positive change in the well-being of all stakeholders involved.
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