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  1.

  Introduction

  The secret of education lies in respecting the pupil.

  — Ralph Waldo Emerson

  Situations requiring discipline in our schools can, in fact, be opportunities for learning, growth, and community-building. This idea is based on the assumption put forth by Nel Noddings, author of Caring: A Feminine Approach to Ethics and Moral Education, that “the aim of education is to reveal an attainable image of self that is lovelier than that manifested in his or her present acts.”1

  For this to happen, we will need to move beyond viewing discipline as punishment, or even as problem-solving, to a more holistic perspective that sees all aspects of behavior as related. A number of developments in education and related fields are already pointing in this direction. We will especially draw upon two of these.

  First, the “peaceable school” concept acknowledges that education is for and by the community. This concept has been widely recognized and written about within education and has significant implications for our subject. Second, the principles and values of restorative justice have much to say about the way we live in community with one another, including in our schools. Although in our Western culture, restorative justice emerged initially within the criminal justice field, this approach is increasingly gaining recognition and application in the educational arena.

  This book draws upon these and other concepts and provides some suggestions about how a restorative approach might be applied to discipline and problem-solving in schools. However, we don’t propose a cookie-cutter approach to restorative discipline; to imply such would oversimplify complex and diverse community situations. Rather, a restorative approach is a philosophy or framework that can guide us as we design programs and make decisions within our particular settings.

  
    Restorative discipline is a philosophy or framework.

  

  We urge you to think about the values and principles of restorative justice and to adapt them to fit your situation. We believe that doing so honors the strength and competencies within your own setting.

  We offer this Little Book as a resource for teachers and administrators. We hope it can be a helpful addition to the knowledge and expertise already available to you within your school.

  We begin by telling two stories that for some may sound too good to be true, too pie-in-the-sky. We tell these stories, however, to show the potential we believe a restorative approach has for our schools, recognizing that much of what we talk about is like planting seeds.

  We have no illusions that implementing restorative approaches is the “cure” for all behavior issues. We also have stories of frustration, of working with students in situations where it seemed uncertain whether the seeds would take root. But the following two stories demonstrate that encouraging empathy can foster compassion and motivate right choices. When we ask our children to put themselves in others’ shoes, possibilities can become reality.

  Someone once noted that there are at least 500 choices in every conflict situation. Options not yet considered exist daily in our classrooms. To discover these options requires creative thinking and a sense of possibility. We believe this vision of untried possibilities is the new but often neglected frontier in community education. We hope these stories will help foster this vision in your educational setting.

  
    The turkey prank2

    What do you get when you put five graduating seniors, five or six turkeys, and a need to be remembered, together in an empty high school late at night? Answer: A disaster.

    The original plan was to take the turkeys from a local turkey farm, put them in the high school to run around all night, and make a mess. However, once inside the school, the young men reported that everyone’s adrenaline kicked in and a crowd mentality took over.

    Turkeys were stuffed into lockers so they would fly out at unsuspecting students the next morning. One turkey was butchered and bled up and down the halls before dying. Another turkey was so disoriented it ran into a floor-to-ceiling window and broke its neck. The mayhem was indescribable when the janitor arrived for school the next day. The job before him seemed horrific.

    The case went through the legal system, but the judge realized the small community had gaping wounds that the legal system could not address. So the case was referred to the local restorative justice program for a conference.

    When the case was received by the program, a decision needed to be made about whom to invite to the conference in addition to the five young men and their parents, who had already agreed to attend. Individuals, including a member of the faith community, were chosen to represent the community at large. The superintendent, principal, three school-board members, three teachers, and the janitor were asked to participate. A member of the media was asked to join the conference, with the understanding that he was there as a community member. The total number of attendees was 35, which included one lead facilitator and five trained community volunteer facilitators.

    The process of pre-conferencing with participants began with a meeting of the five seniors and their parents. A second meeting was held with representatives of the school community, and it included the visibly angry janitor. The janitor wanted to participate but insisted he would not be part of a conference in which they would get him to “sing Kum Ba Yah.”

    The tension during the final conference was high as it began. School representatives spoke first about their feelings of anger and betrayal, while at the same time acknowledging the students’ positive qualities.

    The students were also given an opportunity to speak and talked of how the prank escalated out of control. They expressed shame and embarrassment because of their behavior and apologized to those present, including their parents. The final young man to speak was flushed and shaking. He commented about how difficult it was for him to walk down Main Street and make eye contact with anyone because he was so ashamed of what he had done.

    Near the end of the conference, the facilitator asked if there were final comments. The janitor raised his hand and the room fell silent. He addressed all of the young men, saying he accepted their apologies. He then turned to the last young man who had spoken and said to him, “The next time you see me on the street, you can look me in the eye because I will remember you for who you were tonight and not for what you did.”

  

  
    An environment of care3

    I visited an elementary peaceable school on the same day that school learned it had won a statewide award for excellence in education. The principal led me and my group of prospective teachers on a jubilant tour of the school. The school’s educators had designed the building. They insisted on changes that made the architects groan, but which they believed would foster the kind of community they envisioned. Parents of first-graders chose their individual student’s classroom, and, thus, which method of reading instruction they wanted for their child. Parents only were hired as assistants in the classroom, and community volunteers were visible throughout the building.
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