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[bookmark: _GoBack]The ‘unique selling point’ of a restorative approach is that it offers schools an alternative way of thinking about addressing discipline and behavioural issues and offers a consistent framework for responding to these issues […] Schools that work restoratively find that relationships are stronger and learning is more effective, and so there is less need to resort to sanctions and punishments to try to ‘manage’ behaviour (Hendry et al, 2010, p.1).

The above passage, found in a pamphlet on restorative approaches published by the Economic, Social & Research Council (ESRC) offers a compelling statement on the use and benefits of adopting a restorative approach to conflict management that contrasts with the traditionally punitive approaches of detention and exclusion that have come to be customary in British schools. In of itself, Restorative Justice (RJ) and the approaches associated with it prioritise a shift from retribution to restoration: it focuses on mending the relationship between victim and perpetrator rather than punishment. In an educational context, this means a shift away from schools handing out detentions and exclusions to those ‘bad’ pupils in a classroom, instead aiming to improve the relationship between learner and the school so that said learner can still get access to a fulfilling education (Morrison, 2015, pp.446-447). For my placement school, reducing exclusions is one of its main priorities in its School Improvement Plan (SIP). Hence, we will critically reflect on the way the school tries to implement RJ into its approach of reducing pupil exclusion and see whether the plan requires modification. This assignment will be split into three parts to achieve this aim, with the first being a literature review that critically examines the implementation of RJ practices. We will then analyse the priorities the school have outlined in the SIP, with specific emphasis being placed on its priority of trying to reduce school exclusions. Lastly, we will reflect on their plan and decide whether it is effective and if necessary, what changes should be made so that they can fulfil the aims of the priority.

The focus on trying to implement RJ in education is part of a wider shift in the UK to prioritise the need for the learner to feel that they are a valued member of the learning community and to encourage the learner to take ownership for their own learning (Mustian et al, 2022, pp.51-53). Based on psychological and sociological evidence on how people interact with each other, a restorative response to conflict aims to build a rapport between effected parties and to deal with the issue as respectfully and as calmly as possible. These responses can take many forms, including conversations between individuals, small groups or even large meetings. The eventual aim of a restorative response to conflict is to restore a learner’s sense of belonging to a community and repair aggrieved relationships (Hendry et al, 2010). This differs from punitive types of punishment, that focus more on retribution, exclusion and deterrence as a means to respond to misbehaviour. Schools in the UK have traditionally focused on the ‘carrot and stick’ approach to deal with learner behaviour (Parsons, 2005, pp.189-192). The problem with this is that it offers limited support to young learners and doesn’t seek to address any underlying issues, which results in misbehaviour reoccurring and conflict becoming more prevalent.

Whilst psychological and sociological perspectives have a major influence on restorative practices, they are not the only perspectives. The interdisciplinary nature of RJ draws on insights from the fields of criminology, law, philosophy, peace studies, and education, as well as the aforementioned fields of psychology and sociology (Cremin et al, 2012, pp.425-433). This results in RJ having a degree of versatility that can make it adaptable for many situations. For example, whilst sociology focuses on the importance of social justice and the links between education and social mobility, peace studies can offer explanations for causes of conflict and how best to address them. In essence, its interdisciplinary nature makes it better equipped to deal with complex problems and conflicts that may arise in a classroom.

As outlined by Meyer & Evans (2015, pp.5-6), there are eight key characteristics to a classroom that has effectively implemented restorative practices, with these being: a positive and inclusive classroom environment; a positive relationship between teacher and learner; a culturally mindful pedagogy that acknowledges and respects the diversity found in a classroom; a welcoming environment that encourages the active participation of families in the learning of their child; fair and just expectations for learner behaviour; peaceful resolutions to conflict and misbehaviour; involvement of the teacher in developing and implementing restorative practices in the classroom; and the development of a learners social and emotional literacy. Underlying all of this is the need for the teacher and their learners to work towards building a positive classroom environment (Morrison, 2015, pp.445-446). Although it will be a challenge for a classroom to possess all of these characteristics, it represents an adequate benchmark that schools can aspire towards.

The central purpose of RJ has been to build and repair defective relationships between teacher, learner and school whilst ultimately reducing the amount of detentions and exclusions that occur over the course of a school year. Anfara (2013, pp.60-61) argues that clear evidence exists which shows that schools in America, which replaced their zero-tolerance approaches with new RJ practices, recorded a substantial decrease in major behaviour issues and exclusions. Furthermore, Schiff (2018, p.134) argues that RJ can be effective in both reducing exclusions and preventing the eventual downward spiral that leads to many young people ending up in prison. This is especially prevalent for those coming from deprived backgrounds, as these people are more susceptible in succumbing to a life of crime. Although RJ isn’t the ‘be-all and end-all’ solution to this problem, it certainly helps in making young people more aware of the harm their actions may cause and thus put them on a path towards redemption.

Although RJ has gained popularity over the years, its effective implementation into a classroom environment is currently limited. Three main challenges exist that contribute to this limited implementation, one such being time and resources. Implementing RJ effectively requires significant time and resources to implement, and noticeable structural change takes several years to come to fruition. Furthermore, RJ is still an ill-defined practice and little consensus exists on how to suitably apply it in a school setting. Lastly, there is still resistance to implementing any restorative approaches to conflict as many schools still value compliance and control over more ‘softer’ approaches to dealing with learners (Anfara, 2013, pp.58-61). McCluskey et al (2011, pp.106-110) argue further, stating that some schools are reluctant to implement RJ because it is seen as ‘too soft’, and contradicts already well entrenched disciplinary measures such as sanctions and exclusions. Furthermore, many schools still place considerable emphasis on detentions and exclusions as they want to be seen as being ‘tough’ on misbehaviour so they can stay on-side with popular opinion, especially the opinion of the older generations who prefer schools to take that hard-line approach towards misbehaviour (McCluskey et al, 2011, p.116). 

Whilst those such as Vandeering (2010, pp.167-170) acknowledge the importance of RJ and its contribution to the education system, its effectiveness can be limited due to the tendency of schools to view the conflict of individuals in a vacuum, rather than factoring in the social, political or cultural context that the conflict is taking place in. Context is important because it can help address underlying concerns from a myriad of social and cultural groups, thus improving the chances for more permanent resolutions to conflict. When reflecting on the literature, the effective implementation of RJ requires universal consensus among staff and the Senior Leadership Team (SLT), with everyone working together to curate a school culture that prioritises restoration rather than retribution.

Before any discussion begins on whether my placement school has an effective approach in place to implement RJ, it is important to discuss what exactly a SIP is and how the school comes to its conclusions on how and where to initiate improvement. In its simplest terms, a SIP is a roadmap that outlines the necessary changes the school needs to make to enhance both the pupil learning experience and pupil achievement (Javed et al, 2019, pp.23-26). Functionally, the SIP includes key prioritises for the academic year and the rationale behind them, whilst detailing how these priorities will be achieved. In relation to the Curriculum for Wales (CfW), the Welsh Government has outlined the need for schools to effectively self-evaluate, so much so that they have ended the national categorisation system and placed more emphasis on schools to constantly reflect and develop their own improvement plans. The government has also encouraged schools to collaborate with the local councils, regional consortia and Estyn to get the help they require (Welsh Government, 2022). Whilst Estyn will still be carrying out their own routine inspections, they have echoed the Welsh Governments advice on the need for schools to focus on self-evaluation and development. Furthermore, they emphasise the need for schools in their improvement plans to include both a strategic vision, develop leadership on all levels and improve standards of learning whilst developing positive attitudes towards learning (Estyn, 2023).

For my placement school, the SIP is based on the following improvement principles: know your starting point; prioritise areas for improvement; set your vision for what you want to achieve; involve and empower people; know how well you are doing; and then repeat the process (Placement School, 2023). The SIP is updated regularly and is easily accessible for both staff, governors and relevant stakeholders. The SIP for my placement school includes eight priorities, with the priority of focus for this essay (reducing exclusions and implementing RJ) ranking as the third most important. This ranks above both the need to implement the new ALN code of practice and the improvement of teaching and learning (Placement School, 2023). The only two prioritises that are ranked above were to improve levels of attendance and improve outcomes for both KS4 and KS5 learners, something which has always been prioritised by the Welsh Government, as good performance in assessments is ultimately what will get the learners into the future jobs they desire (Welsh Government. 2022).

To understand why this school would place so much emphasis on the need to implement RJ, more context needs to be given. This school is located in a very deprived area that has a high percentage of pupils on free-school meals, with many pupils coming from dysfunctional family units and being situated in an area with limited job prospects. Furthermore, this school is a Catholic school that adheres to and promotes Christian values, which permeate through much of its reasoning and justification. As an example, the school explicitly states in its SIP that it follows the four purposes of a Catholic school, as outlined by Monsignor Marcus Stock, Bishop of Leeds (2012, pp.7-9), which they state go in-tandem with the four purposes outlined in the CfW. These include promoting the message of Christ; assisting parents in the education of their children; being at the service of the local church; and to be a ‘service to society’. Additionally, the SIP argues that challenging behaviour is often indicative of underlying issues, and that young people must be treated with respect and be shown empathy and compassion. Moreover, learners need to be encouraged to reflect on their behaviour and decide whether it shows the Christian values of kindness, understanding and compassion towards others (Placement School, 2023). We can divulge from the above some important factors that play a major influence on why this school places the implementation of RJ as such a high priority.

When tackling a priority, the school has four aspects that need to be factored. These include the strategy used to achieve the priority, the tactics that the strategy will employ, the date it needs to be achieved by and the cost this strategy will incur (Placement School, 2023). Implementing RJ is one of the strategies that the school will use to reduce its high exclusion rate, and in this are several tactics that will be employed. One such is liaising with outside agencies to deliver RJ training to all members of staff. This will then be followed by the school researching into RJ schemes that have been successfully implemented in other schools. It’s last two tactics both tie into each other, and argue for the teaching of principles to RJ in morning care lessons as well as life skills and pastoral care lessons, so the learners can understand the importance of building and repairing relationships. This is currently an ongoing strategy and no time frame has been given for completion, and is pursued in-tandem with the strategies of creating effective role models and researching alternatives to exclusion (Placement School, 2023).

Evaluating this, the first two tactics are sound and pragmatic, correlating with academic literature on RJ and recommendations outlined by the Welsh government and the CfW. As Schiff (2018, pp.128-129) asserts, one of the biggest impediments to the effective implementation of RJ is that teachers do not receive adequate training in the subject, and thus do not know how to implement it in their classrooms. The school has clearly thought about this and realised the need to deliver sufficient training to their staff. Furthermore, the school has taken on the advice of the Welsh Government to both collaborate with outside agencies and with fellow schools across Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). This demonstrates a commitment to improvement and seeing where RJ schemes having been implemented successfully is a logical way to guarantee success. Nonetheless, due to myself witnessing both morning care and life skills lessons, the last two tactics are limited in their effectiveness. Many of the learners are disengaged from the aforementioned lessons, with many not understanding the benefits of such lessons and merely seeing them as ‘filler’ before actual lessons commence. For these RJ principles to be taught effectively, the school will need to improve learners’ attitudes towards these lessons, otherwise success will be limited and the school would have failed in meeting Estyn’s expectations for developing a culture where learners are positive about the school, their learning and their wellbeing (Estyn, 2023).

In conclusion, there is a move in the educational setting away from a punitive style of punishment, which emphasised compliance and exclusion, to a more restorative style of handling conflict, which emphasises the need to repair the relationship between learner and teacher, and to encourage the learner to take responsibility for their actions. There is substantial literature to support that effective implementation of RJ practices reduces overall exclusion rates and fosters a more positive learning environment. As for my placement school, their reasons for prioritising the implementation of RJ are sound and fit neatly with the context of the school. Furthermore, the school has embarked on two sound tactics to try and effectively implement RJ, such as liaising with outside agencies and researching into schools that have effectively implemented the practice. Nonetheless, they will need to create a learning environment that encourages positive attitudes, as the lessons and routines that they want to use to implement RJ are not viewed favourably by the learners: if they don’t, learners will not come to understand the importance of RJ and thus its implementation will have limited success.
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