ST

BROOKLYN SCHOOL FOR
COI.LABORATIVE S'I'IIDIES

1- >
¢ 6('

o
©
%"ARD gou™

Restorative Practices at BCS

Tabie of Contents

1. Restorative Practices at BCS Overview
2. Restorative Practices Pyramid
3. BCS Restorative Discipline Guide

a.

o oo o

© 0N O WA

Guiding Principles in Restorative Discipline at BCS

BCS Constitution

Definition, Norms, and Intervention Guidelines for Top Undesirable Behaviors at BCS
Restorative Approaches to Foster our BCS Habits of Work and Learning (HOWLs)

Ladder of Interventions Using Restorative Approaches to Re-direct Off-task & Disruptive
Behavior in the Classroom

BCS Habits of Work and Learning (HOWLs) Rubric and Learning Targets
Article: Circles in Schools: The Basic Elements

Article: Components of the Circle Process

Article: From Zero Tolerance to Restorative Discipline

Article: Zero Tolerance, Zero Evidence

Article: In Classroom Discipline, a Soft Approach Is Harder Than It Looks

10 Article: The Challenge of Culture Change: Embedding Restorative Practice in Schools
11. Article: Discipline Disparities: Myths and Facts
12. Restorative Conference Facilitator Script (for incidents of serious harm)

Name




RESTORATIVE PRACTICES AT BCS

People are happier, more cooperative, more productive, and more likely to make positive
change when those in positions of authority do things with them, rather than to them or for them.
We at BCS use expeditionary learning core practices in crew and academic classes to
encourage and support our students to feel empowered, think critically and for themselives, and
be fully engaged in a collaborative learning process. BCS promotes a rigorous and engaging
curriculum, active inquiry based pedagogy and a school culture that teaches compassion and
good citizenship.

RESTORATIVE HOLISTIC DISCIPLINE:

A more holistic approach to discipline fits into this educational model in that it assumes that
discipline should focus on teaching and learning, not merely on punishment. The word
“discipline” at the root means to educate and that is our aim at BCS.

We know that zero tolerance approaches to discipline don't work because punishment doesn’t
address the underlying reasons for the sometimes poor choices our students make. It doesn't
teach students what behavior is conducive at BCS and society at large or what skills will help
them in achieving that kind of behavior.

Punishment, moreover, tends to push young people out, removes them from the community
while expecting them to be accountable and take responsibility for their actions in that
community. This is a contradictory notion, which is why at BCS we look to come together with
students to address troublesome behaviors. To support this kind of work, we are moving toward
a more restorative approach to discipline which means working with students to look at and
reflect on their behavior and provide them with opportunities to make change (and where
necessary to make amends).

CIRCLES TO BUILD AND RESTORE COMMUNITY:

The circle approach is grounded in a Native American philosophy and practice that values
individuals as they build and maintain supportive relationships and communities. The circle
process provides an alternative to the style of discussion that involves debate and challenging
each other. Instead, circles create a safe and nonhierarchical place in which each person can
speak without interruption. It encourages respectful listening and reflection; is inclusive of
everyone; and invites participation from all involved.

Restorative Circles:

Restorative circles are used for conflict resolution, problem solving and disciplinary issues when
behavior has caused harm to individuals and/or the community. We know, however, that
restorative circles are more successful when they are seen, not simply as a response to
extreme and harmful behavior, but when the principles and practices are in place throughout the
school day. This is why at BCS we use circles in a variety of different settings and contexts.



Crew Circles:

Circles are used in crew at BCS to build and strengthen community. Through circles social and
emotional skills are taught and practiced and students are part of a collaborative process in
which they engage with each other, explore different opinions, problem solve and come together
to celebrate, commiserate, welcome and/or say gocd bye to members of their crew. Crew, in
this way, ends up being a supportive peer community within the larger BCS community. These
circles are also used in our staff meetings and family workshops.

Academic Circles:

Circles are also used in the academic classroom, sometimes to introduce new material, other
times to reflect on materials and develop what is known as a growth mindset (the idea that
intelligence can be developed and that students get smarter through hard work).
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“Restorative practices” are an array of tools for creating a safe, respectful community
and building positive connections among community members of the community.
Through restorative practices, community members develop skills in relating well to
others, and dealing well with challenges to harmony in the community. “Restorative
discipline” is an approach to discipline based on restorative practices.

Refers to diagram on previous page:

BASE OF THE PYRAMID involves everyone in the school

community and is ongoing. It is about building a community of care and a sense of
shared responsibility for each other’s well being. Community & Skill Building Circles
are a key component of this. “You can’t restore what you haven’t built.”

Restorative circles for community building and skill building: These circles build

positive relationships and skills that prevent many harmful incidents from occurring in
the first place. The power of circles lies in the fact that they are used for a variety of
community purposes (building and strengthening relationships, celebration, support,
transition, and also when harm has been done—see below). Circles become part of a
school community in the same way that celebration, support, transition, and interventions
are part of a school community.

CENTER OF THE PYRAMID involves a smaller segment

of the school community and is relevant when minor issues occur. Conversations and
conflict resolution practices like negotiation and mediation are key at this level.

Restorative conversations to address troublesome behavior

Mediation and other problem-solving processes to help people resolve conflict
peacefully and constructively.

TOP OF THE PYRAMID involves an even smaller segment of

the school community when major issues occur. Restorative Circles, Conferences and
mediation are key at this level.

Restorative circles for situations in which harm has been done. When used as
restorative interventions when harm has been done, circles work well precisely because
students and staff are familiar and comfortable with the strict format which allows the
content to flow.

Restorative conferences for situations in which serious harm has occurred.



BCS Restorative Discipline Guide

Drafted by BCS Culture and Character Committee (May 2015)

Guiding Principles in Restorative Discipline at BCS

At BCS, we believe that discipline is about teaching and learning, not punishment. People who make
mistakes deserve guidance and compassion as well as accountability for their behavior. All individuals
are capable of growth and change. Every situation is opportunity for learning. We strive to always be
kind even in times of conflict and applying consequences. By providing instruction to develop students
social and emotional skills and encouraging them to self-reflect on their behavior, we can improve
students’ capacity to fulfill their needs and their responsibilities to others. Our aim is not to control
students but to assist them to internalize the values and skills of responsible, productive members of a
community and to model these behaviors for our students. Positive relationships are the foundation for

an effective learning community.

BCS Constitution

Rights

Responsibilities

We have the right to be ourselves.
® We expect to be treated with kindness
and respect.

We have the responsibility to respect ourselves
and others and treat each other with empathy.
o We will express ourselves positively and
be respectful and kind.
e We will be open-minded in celebrating
diversity.

We have the right to feel safe and secure,
physically, emotionally, and intellectually.

We have the responsibility to resolve conflicts
peacefully.
e We will treat others as we would like to
be treated.
e We will be courageous upstanders.

We have the right to experience and become part
of a high-quality learning environment.
e We expect to experience support and
develop to our full potential.

We have the responsibility to help create a
high-quality learning environment.
e We will be present, on time, and engaged
to be fully prepared to learn and succeed.




® We expect to achieve our personal goals;
this can include any goal consistent with
BCS's mission.

o We expect the learning process to be
rigorous.

e We will present ourselves with dignity
and self-respect.

e We will be collaborative to enable
ourselves and others to realize their goals
and potential.

o We will be persistent by holding
ourselves and others to high standards as
learners and community members.

e We will cultivate a growth mindset.

We have the right to have a voice and make
contributions to the school community.
o We contribute to decisions leading to
positive changes in our school
community.

We have the responsibility to be positive
members of our community.

e We will be crew, not passengers.

e We will uphold the BCS core values.

Definition, Norms, and Intervention Guidelines for Top

Undesirable Behaviors at BCS

Support Team refers to the school counselors, DCCs, and L3.

BCS Restorative Questions:

What happened?
Who did it affect?

How did it affect me and others in the community?

Why do | think | behaved the way that | did?

What do | lose out on when something like this happens?
If | had to do it over again, what would | do differently?

Undesirable Behavior Disrespectful Communication

Definition Disrespectful communication is when one person intentionally uses
words or actions to demean, insult, or ignore another person, AND the




action has a substantially negative effect on our community.

Norm (desired behavior)

We have the responsibility to respect ourselves and others and treat
others with empathy. We will express ourselves positively and be
respectful and kind. We will resolve conflicts peacefully.

Intervention Guidelines

The teacher will use tools at their discretion to inform the
student about the harm.
The teacher will use the restorative questions to engage the
student in conversation about the harm.
All parties will have a cooling off period, if necessary.
The teacher will devise and utilize a dept/grade team strategy
to support each other if a student needs a cooling off period
(i.e. buddy teachers send students to each other’s classrooms
with a note that signals a need for cool off).
The teacher will determine appropriate intervention, in
consultation with a member of the Support Team, if
necessary. Options will include:

0 parent outreach
restorative conversation
restorative conference
mediation
problem-solving circle
counseling intervention
classroom removal, followed by a re-entry
conversation
suspension (to be used rarely when a longer cooling
off period is needed or the DOE Discipline Code
mandates it), followed by a re-entry circle
The teacher will inform parents and/or crew leaders about the
incident and the actions taken to address it.
The teacher will collaborate with Support Team and/or crew
leaders to follow up with the participants soon after the
intervention to ensure that the intervention has been
successful.
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Undesirable Behavior

Improper Use of Electronics

Definition

The improper use of electronics refers to using electronics at incorrect
or inappropriate times, using electronics for improper or
inappropriate tasks (especially sharing or posting inappropriate or
harmful material), and/or damaging of electronic equipment.




Norm (desired behavior)

We will use electronic equipment only at appropriate times for
appropriate tasks as defined by the supervising adult. We will ask
permission for appropriate use at undesignated times. We will treat
electronic equipment with care and be responsible during use. We
will use electronics in line with BCS core values.

Intervention Guidelines

e The teacher will state clear expectations about proper use of
electronics for the assigned task.

e The teacher will give a visual or verbal cue/warning to student
when norm is violated.

o The teacher can use proximity or location so that computer
use is more closely supervised (i.e. screen facing teacher).

e If the use is persistent, the teacher will determine appropriate
intervention, in consultation with a member of the Support
Team, if necessary. Options will include:

0 using restorative questions to have a conversation
with student

o asking to hold on to personal device (teacher assumes
monetary responsibility for the device)

o contact crew leader

o parent outreach to inform them of the persistent
pattern and/or to request parent to hold the device
or restrict its use

O restorative conversation with crew leader and/or a
member of the Support Team

o loss of privilege of use with substitution of alternate
method to complete assignment (ie. paper)

Undesirable Behavior

Students in Hallway Without Permission

Definition

Students are in the hallway without permission when they are using
the pass for purposes other than direct/immediate use of bathroom,
water fountain, or approved task, OR when they do not have a pass to
be out of their class. Students are disruptive when they are loitering,
hanging out in bathroom, congregating, or engaging in a disruptive
behavior to the educational process (loud talking, phone use, music,
etc.) When students miss class, they miss valuable instruction, impact
the teacher and other students in the class because they now need to
catch up, and disrupt classes in session.

Norm (desired behavior)

We use the pass with purpose and urgency.




Intervention Guidelines

The DCCs will seek volunteers to be in the hallway to collect
data and report on students who are frequently in the
hallway. Data is reported to staff/crew leaders on a regular
basis. Referrals may also be made to DCCs via email.

The DCC and/or crew leader has a restorative conversation
with student about the behavior.

The crew leader will contact parents that the behavior is
being observed frequently and is impacting success.

The DCCs will hold a support circle every 2-3 weeks with
students who are frequently in the halls. The circle may also
include adults who are observing and are impacted by the
behavior.

Any teacher may request or initiate a restorative conversation
or conference with a student to discuss the impact of missing
instruction and disrupting the community.

Students who are defiant when addressed in the hallway will
be addressed using the intervention guidelines for
disrespectful communication.

The student may be referred to a counseling intervention if
the behavior is persistent.

Undesirable Behavior

Not Completing Assigned Work

Definition

Students do not complete assigned work when there is a lack of effort
to complete the task and/or apathy or off-task behaviors during the
time allotted to complete the task. Work is the assigned task
designed to develop and reinforce skills.

Norm (desired behavior)

We are persistent in completing work even when it is difficult. We are
responsible for seeking resources and not making excuses. We are
courageous by asking questions and attempting work even when we
are not sure.

Intervention Guidelines

The teacher will meet with student outside of class time to
discuss pattern of lapse in responsibility for learning.
The teacher will contact crew leader.
The crew leader will support student in creating an action plan
to address causes, create goals, and next steps. The action
plan may include:

o Engaging in a peer support system

o Teach a lesson to the class

o Being assigned a class job




o Utilizing available resources like Dial-A-Teacher
o Daily planner checks
e The teacher or crew leader will inform parents.
o |f the pattern is persistent, the crew leader will initiate a larger
support circle with student, parent, teacher, and/or a member
of the Support Team to discuss the behavior and its impact.

Restorative Approaches to Foster our Habits of Work and
Learning (HOWLs)

In order for students to be self-disciplined, they need to develop successful life-long habits. At BCS,
these habits are known as the BCS Habits of Work and Learning (HOWLs). We expect staff to explicitly
teach students how to develop stronger habits by giving students feedback using the BCS HOWLs rubric.
We expect students to self-assess using the BCS HOWLs rubric and demonstrate continuous progress on
the HOWLs learning targets.

DRAFT (pending CCC decision): Students are assessed on their HOWLs at least 4x a semester in all their
classes. The HOWLs score determines 20% of a student’s course grade.

Options for a Restorative Approach to Foster the School Success Habit of “Being Responsible for My
Own Learning”

e Define the assessment(s) that determine if a student is being responsible for their own
learning. Gather data to get a clear picture of the problem. Who is not passing RFL? s it
certain subgroups? Is it in certain classes? Are there patterns?

e Tailor the intervention to the student involved. Reasons will vary. Use the restorative

questions to have a problem-solving dialogue with student about what they are seeing and

what they feel is the problem.

Go over the RFL rubric with student and ask them to explain their understanding.

Use the HOWLs language daily in class and crew.

Suggest before school, lunch, or after school tutoring with teacher.

Organize structured academic time in crew.

Track progress from a baseline and give shout outs to students and parents about

improvements in effort.

e Be clear about what high-quality looks like in every assignment.




Post and update bulletin boards to support student pride in their accomplishments.

Update a HOWLers corner on the BCS website to shout out students with improving and
strong habits.

State clear expectations for being collaborative in class, and use data to create supportive
instructional groupings.

Follow a stricter deadline policy and state high expectations for students. Communicate
regularly with student, families, and crew leaders when students fail to meet expectations.
Update and check Engrade regularly.

Seek help from other educators to design curriculum with more effective differentiation and
scaffolding so that all students have the opportunity for success.

Help students with IEPs understand their own learning needs and how to advocate for
accommodations and modifications to support their own learning.

Read student IEPs and be mindful of instructional decisions that specifically address individual
student needs.

Help a student break down reasons for why they are late (ex setting out clothes night before,
etc.) and setting an alarm clock.

Options for a Restorative Approach to Foster the School Success Habit of “Being Responsible to My
Community”

Define the assessment(s) that determine if a student is being responsible to their community.
Gather data to get a clear picture of the problem. Who is not passing RTC? s it certain
subgroups? Is it in certain classes? Are there patterns?

Tailor the intervention to the student involved. Reasons will vary. Use the restorative
guestions to have a problem-solving dialogue with student about what they are seeing and
what they feel is the problem.

Go over the RTC rubric with student and ask them to explain their understanding.

Use the HOWLs language daily in class and crew.

Update and check Engrade regularly.

Articulate clear traffic patterns in the hallway to make transitions smoother.

Tally participation in class dialogues so students can track their own contributions. Praise
quality contributions, and make it competitive!

Design role plays and stage them in crew/Town Halls to show what kindness and
open-mindedness looks like in our community.

Actively use crew to discuss applications to the real world and what community means.
Coordinate school-wide initiatives like shout out boards/postcards, certificates, core value
bracelets and t-shirts, weekly student email. Think of multimedia possibilities!

Design a monthly challenge like which grade of students will do the most acts of kindness.
Have a gratitude board.

Interact with families more - invite them to more events.

Link out-to-lunch passes with RTC feedback/assessments.

Convene a circle with current upstanders and ask them how they might encourage more
upstanding behavior in their peers.




Re-use the “crew expedition” resources for grades 6+9 to reinforce what it means to be a

student at BCS and what our values are. Post them on website.

Make consistent positive phone calls home.

Organize monthly celebrations/pizza parties for HOWLers.

Consider new publicity materials like bumper stickers that shout out HOWLers.

Share your best practices with a colleague about how you develop positive relationships with

students. "

e Start the school year with team building activities to help students get to know each other
and to build a community identity.

e Do an end-of-week shout out circle with each class so that students hear continuous praise
and have opportunities to shout out each other for exemplifying HOWLs and core values.

® Gather regular feedback from students about how to improve the classroom community
through circles, email, Google survey, etc.

e Design a needed service project that will allows a student to potentially make up their HOWLs

and restore to the community.

Ladder of Interventions Using Restorative Approaches To
Re-direct Off-Task & Disruptive Behavior in the Classroom

A Ladder of Interventions using restorative approaches to redirect off-task & disruptive behavior in
the classroom

A. PAUSE
1. Tune into your thoughts and feelings about the student and the misbehavior.
2. |If necessary, use self talk or other strategies to calm yourself down.

B. PIVOT
1. Turn from focusing on what you don’t want to focusing on what you do want in this situation.
Decide exactly what you want the student to do. State the norm/expected behavior.

C.ACT
1. Your aim is to get the student back on task {participating in the lesson or doing the
assignment) as soon as possible. The actions you take will depend on the situation. Here are
some guidelines to keep in mind:
a. Get the student’s attention without embarrassing the student and/or putting her/him
on stage by:
i.  moving near to the student and
ii.  having a quiet one-on-one conversation or
iii.  quietly saying the student’s name or
iv.  using your body language and facial expression to redirect the student.
2. Be assertive: state clearly what you want the student to do (rather than what you don’t want
the student to do).
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9.

Explain that you want the student to succeed in understanding the lesson and doing the work.
Acknowledge student feelings. Start with “How are you doing?”

Give the student a chance to regroup. This might include allowing the student to go to
another part of the room for a few minutes until s/he’s ready to return to the group.

If the student shares feelings or information that call for a longer discussion, say that you’ll be
happy to have that conversation later but now you want to resume the lesson with the
students’ full participation or see the student back at work on the assignment.

Continue the lesson.

Or, if the atmosphere is tense or the class is restless, you might consider engaging the group
in a light-and-lively activity to restore a positive mood (and make participation inviting to the
disruptive student). Alternatively acknowledge the tension or restlessness and facilitate a
short check in activity to get a sense of what’s going on. If an issue arises that needs
follow-up with the whole class, you may want to address it through a circle or restorative
conversation at another time.

Now continue the lesson.

NOTE: The effectiveness of the strategies above will depend on the quality of your relationships with
students, especially those whose behavior is challenging. Make a point of having as many positive
interactions as you can with these students so that you have a pool of good will to draw on when
things get difficult. If you know a student is volatile and easily triggered, you may want to meet with
the student and work out an agreement about what you and/or the student can do if s/he feels s/he’s

about to lose it.




BCS Habits of Work and Learning (HOWLs) Rubric 2015-2016

| AM RESPONSIBLE FOR MY OWN LEARNING

At BCS, students who are responsible for their own leaming are cnes who have all of their materials organized. They
are persistent in completing class work and ask for help when needed. They strive for excellence in every assignment
and are proud of the work they've accomplished. Responsible students are also collaborative, and work to teach
others what they have leamed.

Exemplary
(2 points)

| have met the expectations for a 1, and | model the core values. For example, | am kind and
responsible for my own success as well as the success of our leaming community.

Accomplished

| demonstrate preparation by bringing in a/f my homework and classwork.
| meet all deadlines and make up work if | am absent.

(1 point) | am prepared with all needed materials every day.
I am on time to class every day.
| demonstrate preparation by bringing in most of my homework and classwork.
Developing | | meet most deadlines.
(0 points) | am prepared with all needed materials most days.
| am on time to class most days.
| complete little of my homework and classwork.
Beginning | meet few deadlines.
{-1 point) | am prepared few days with all needed material.
| am on time to class few days.
| do not complete my homework or class work.
No Mastery | | do not meet deadlines nor check in about missing work.
(-2 points) | do not have needed materials on a regular basis.

| am rarely on time to class.

| AM RESPONSIBLE TO MY COMMUNITY

At BCS, students who are responsible to their community are open-minded. They are kind, listen to, and collaborate
with others. Through this they see the value in having a community of learners. They respect the space and people in
our community. They are upstanders who make courageous choices to make BCS the best place it can be.

Exemplary
(2 points)

I have met the expectations for a 1, and | model the core values. For example, | am courageous in
sharing my ideas and open minded in considering the points of view of others. | encourage and
actively help others to be open minded.

Accomplished

| consistently treat others with kindness, use polite, academic language, and a respectful tone of
voice.
| am consistently on task and engaged, help create a clean and orderly space, and keep hands to

(1 poiny) myself.
| consistently make contributions to class discussion and actively listen to others.
Developin | often treat others with kindness, use polite language, and a respectful tone of voice.
(0 oir‘;ts)g | am often on task and engaged, help create a clean and orderly space, and keep hands to myself.
P | often make contributions to class discussion and listen to others
| rarely treat others with kindness, use polite language, and a respectful tone of voice.
Beginning | am rarely on task and engaged, and | rarely help to create an orderly space and keep hands to
(-1 point) myself.
| rarely make contributions to class discussion and listen to others.
No Maste | do not treat others with kindness, use polite language, or a respectful tone of voice.
(-2p oints;y | am off task and not engaged. | do not clean up after myself. | do not keep my hands to myself.

| do not make contributions to class discussion or listen to others.




CHAPTER 4

LR 2 R 4

Circles in Schools: The Basic Elements

When the teacher picks up the stuffed black bear—the elemen-
tary school’s mascot—the children know that this is the signal to
leave their work, push their chairs up tight, and sit at the meeting
rug for Circle. Ms. Linda asks the students to close their eyes and
breathe with her. They take eight breaths in and out. Then they
open their eyes. The students read their agreements in unison:

talk when you have the bear;
listen with care;
be kind;

our stories we will find.

Since the science lesson that day was about insects, the in-
troductory round started with, “Say your name and answer the
question, if you could be a bug today, what kind of bug would you
be?” Most of the students wanted to be either dragonflies or but-
terflies. One boy wanted to be a mosquito, because then he could
bug his brother. Another wanted to be a water strider but a big
one, like a jet ski. The teacher noted that no one wanted to be a
cockroach! The next question was, “What kind of bug would you
definitely not want to be?”

The Circle was light and whimsical—just the thing to get people
ready for the math lesson. In the final round, the students ‘send
around the compliment”™—they compliment the student to their
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To be most effective in a school or youth program, the Circle
should be used on a regular basis as a communication process.
All students and staff come to understand the basics: the pur-
pose of sitting so that everyone can see everyone else’s face, what
a centerpiece is for, and how the talking piece works. Some uses
of the Circle require only a basic understanding of the process
and a willingness to try it. Other uses require more skill and ex-
perience. Using the Circle process to repair harm, for example—
disruption in a classroom, bullying, or a fight—requires training,
practice, and mentorship for the keeper.

The Elements of Circles in Schools

The boys gather once a week for their Circle in Mr. Reed's room.
They start the same way. Once everyone is seated, they stand and
follow the leader going around and shaking the hand of every boy

in the Circle. Seated again, they sit in silence for a minute. Then
the talking piece—a large seashell someone brought from a trip
to see relatives on the Gulf coast—goes around. Each boy says his
name and one of the guidelines that he resonates with that day.

The co-captain, who is the Circle keeper for the session, asks for
a check-in. Many boys are particularly concerned about a rumor
of a fight that may take place later in the day. Others are worried
about the upcoming MCA tests (Minnesota Comprehensive As-
sessments—state tests). When the shell comes back to him, the
keeper asks for suggestions about how to deal with the fight. Sev-
eral ideas are offered. A few boys know one of the possible fighters,
and they are going to go sit with him at lunch. Maybe they can
find out what the deal is and help him avoid trouble.

In the midst of these suggestions, one boy asks for after-school
tutoring for math. Three speakers later, Mr. Reed, who is the re-
storative justice guide in the school, takes the shell and offers to
talk with him and the math teacher. The boys end the session with
one more go-round: “In one word, how was the Circle for you?” As
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the shell comes back to the keeper, the bell rings and, like students
everywhere, they all get up and leave. Next week, during a differ-
ent hour on a different day, they will do the same thing.

Circles in schools have many applications. The process certainly
works well for building community, solving problems, or han-
dling discipline situations. A number of educators have also used
it to teach and organize their classes. Some just introduce the
talking piece and the basic guidelines: “When you have the talk-
ing piece, you may talk, and when you don’t, you may listen. Let’s
send this around the circle in order. Now, tell me one thing you
know about the American Revolutionary War” Other teachers
have found it useful, even necessary, to teach the elements of the
Circle as a way to build a community of learners.

The physical elements of the Circle as a communication pro-
cess include

o a circle of chairs or participants sitting on the floor in
a circle

o the talking piece

o acenterpiece.

» The elements that provide the communication struc-
ture for the process include

» discussing values '

o developing guidelines or common agreements

» making decisions by consensus

« honoring confidentiality

creating a safe place

maintaining the option to pass.

°

°

A keeper facilitates the process. When working with children
and youth, adults need to consider how to discuss their man-
dated reporting responsibilities and their concerns for the safety
of all participants. The historical Indigenous roots of the process
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An QOjibwe Elder
speaks of values as she
holds an eagle feather
talking piece at the
Anishinabe Academy
Girls Circle. Photo by
Kaori Sakagami.

experience the Circle. As the piece goes around, they will see how
others honor or respect the talking piece and the person who holds
it. In Minnesota Ojibwe hands, the talking piece is usually an eagle
feather, which is sacred in many Indigenous traditions. Respect-
ing the talking piece when that piece is sacred to your tradition is
pretty straightforward. So, too, if you understand the meaning be-
hind the object—be it a rock from Lake Superior, Grandmother’s
prayer book, or a carved, ebony figure from Kenya—you naturally
respond to the talking piece’s use with respect.

But how does one communicate the idea of respect of an ob-
ject to a group of third graders in a suburban elementary school
or to a multi-aged group in the inner city after-school program?
One teacher from a small town addressed the issue by having
students make their own talking pieces. She brought in feathers,
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The person holding the talking piece speaks, while the other Circle
participants listen. Photo courtesy of St. Louis Park High School
(SLPHS).

sticks, beads, shells, rocks, ribbon, yarn, and other items. With
the help of a scissors, glue, or a hot glue gun, the students set out
to make their own talking pieces.

The students had two tasks: to make a talking piece that could
be used in the classroom and to make one to give to someone
outside of the school who had taught them something. The
class discussed symbolism—what colors could represent and
what meaning besides being a stick an object might have. For
instance, if the student learned how to fish from her grandfather,
she might select a stick to represent the pole and then tie green
and blue ribbons to it to represent the fish and the water.

Creating a talking piece to give away offered the class the op-
portunity to discuss numerous topics—the process of lifelong
learning, of finding teachers in all parts of their lives, of prac-
ticing generosity, and of showing respect to people who help
them. With older students, the activity can be connected to a
story or novel. It can involve an essay or a research project on
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The values
of the Circle
can be : A
incorporated 4
ncinfo other ‘ Talk about our prob(ems.
classroom
lessons. A

third grade

class made an .
acrostic from Reflect

the value,
trust. Photo by
Sarah Smith.

Support eoch othes learning |

ToLe part every

or write words that described one or two things that they valued.
Or, they could draw a picture of themselves and the important
people in their lives. These strips were woven together and sewn
into one large piece of cloth. The class then discussed what was
seen and what was hidden and how one side looked different
from the other. They also talked about how these ideas of seen
and hidden, similar and different factored into friendships, how
people work together, inside and outside traits and strengths,
and ways of getting along with each other.

Using a quilt as a centerpiece offers a symbol of commu-
nity: individual pieces are stitched together and supported by
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a common backing. I use a white bedsheet with the red, yellow,
and blue handprints of children who were part of a peacemaking
retreat. It folds up quickly and washes easily. Some people use a
candleholder, such as a circle of figures holding hands. Others
put a bowl of water on a scarf. A vase of flowers cheers any space.
For practical purposes, it helps to have a box of tissues handy.

After creating talking pieces and, as a group, chosen or cre-
ated a centerpiece, the next step in building a Circle community
is to discuss the values that students bring to their school, their
class, and the Circle space.

Circle Values

The Circle gathered in the atrium of the school. Third-grade and
eighth-grade girls had just served tea to a group of grandmothers—
elders from the community. The group meets for tea, Circle, and
lunch once a month. The talking piece was an eagle feather
brought by one of the elders. The girls and women started the Cir-
cle by sitting in silence a moment. Then the feather circled, and
everyone said her name. The feather went around again, and the
girls read from laminated pieces of paper the seven Ojibwe values
of their Circle: Honesty, Humility, Truth, Wisdom, Love, Respect,
Bravery. Each of the elders shared a value that had directed her
life and that she wanted to pass on to the girls. The elders and
the girls then talked about what one of the values means to them.
They closed the circle with one of the eighth-grade girls reading a
passage from a book of her choice that illustrated one of the val-
ues. Then everyone ate lunch together. After lunch, the girls went
back to class, and the elders returned to their homes.

Communities organize themselves according to their values.
Rules, ways of acting, protocols, and etiquette make the most
sense when we understand the values they represent. Some cul-
tures expect people to look each other in the eye when they greet
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Anishinabe Academy

Ojibwe Elders to
their school for tea
and Circle. Here,
an Elder holds the
talking piece and
thanks the 8th and
3rd grade girls for the
refreshments. Photo
by Kaori Sakagami.

one another. Eye contact indicates that they respect each other,
that they are open and honest, or that they are glad to see one
another. Yet, in many other cultures, a younger person would
not look an elder in the eye out of respect for the elder’s wisdom
and experience. A Muslim woman from Sierra Leone explained
that her grandmother expects her to bow when she greets her.
The grandmother has been to Mecca. She deserves the respect
of a bow from her granddaughter for completing the pilgrimage.

Schools have rules, like no running in the halls, to ensure the
safety of all students and staff. The expectation or rule to wear
school uniforms may be intended to represent equality among
all students, regardless of class or economic status. Games have
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rules to make sure that everyone plays fairly. There are rules or
laws that require people who work with children and youth to re-
port any suspected abuse of a child, because civil society values
children and wants them to be safe and healthy.

Oftentimes, schools make a new rule each time some con-
fusion or trouble arises. But reviewing shared values can help
to keep everyone going on a “good path” more effectively than
imposing yet another rule.

A colleague of mine, Rick, told me how he solved the problem
of a chronically absent student. The boy was ignoring the atten-
dance rule, namely, that students must go to school unless they
have a signed excuse from their parents. This student simply did
not show up for days at a time. One day, Rick decided to illustrate
what he explained on the first day of class: you are all impor-
tant to our learning. So, he took his class outside the school and
walked up the block to the absent student’s house. They rang the
doorbell. The student opened the door. Rick said, “We would like
to have class with you, because we miss you and you are impor-
tant. May we come in?” The boy let his classmates in. After that
hour of home instruction, he was a regular participant in Rick’s
class in school.

Moving the dialogue up to the value—that everyone is im-
portant to our learning—was more effective for this student than
going down to the rule. Making a new rule for him or impos-
ing a punishment would not have been nearly as effective. So,
participants first need to discuss their values before setting the
common agreements or rules of a Circle.

One way to do this is to think, write, and speak in Circle. Give
each student a small paper plate or piece of paper and colored
markers. Ask them to think of what helps them learn and get
along in the classroom and then write a word that expresses this
on the paper plate. For example, they might come up with words

»owu

like “respect,” “fun,” or “honesty” Then convene the Circle by
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introducing the talking piece. For an opening, explain the meta-
phor of the talking piece—what it represents to you or what it
might mean for the class.

For introductions, ask the students to say their name and the
word they wrote on the paper plate: “My name is Gus, and my
word is ‘truth; because I believe we all have a part of the truth,
and by sharing it, we can work together well”

As each word is introduced, the plate is added to the center-
piece on the floor. In the next few rounds, the group can explore
the words with questions: “Is there a word that someone else
put into the center that you would like to pick up and talk about,
because you like that word a lot too?” “Is there a word you have a
question about?” “Do any of these words contradict each other?”

After discussing the meaning of the words, the keeper may
invite the students to illustrate one of the values with a story:
“Pick one of the words on the plates, and share a story of when
you felt the power of that word. For instance, I will take the word
‘community’ [ went to a picnic once where  knew no one, but the
person who organized the picnic sat with me on my blanket. She
explained some things about the school I was going to attend and
shared her cookies with me. By the end of the picnic, I felt like I
could be part of this school community. I felt welcomed.” Finally,
ask the students to talk about how they can contribute a value to
the classroom: “People will know I respect them because I..”

The questions can move from the general to the personal toa
challenge: “What do you value in this class?” “Share a time when
you experienced that value.” “The next time I see someone being
left out, Iwill..”

A closing for this Circle about values can be as simple as a
final pass with this question: “In one word, how was this Circle
for you today?” Or, it can be specific: “Share a value you like other
than the one you expressed today.” It may help students who are
new to the Circle for the keeper to encourage talking by taking
the lead and answering each question first. Or, if everyone seems
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to understand, the keeper can pose the question and answer it
herself at the end when the talking piece comes back around.

Jack Mangan, a behavior specialist in an inner-city K-8
school, closes his Circles by asking students to stand, touch each
others’ toes around the circle, and then give the talking piece to
a student who is a leader-type and pose the question, “How did
you think the Circle went today?” The toe-touching ending il-
lustrates connectedness and gives students a safe, respectful way
to touch. Asking a student to close the Circle would give that
student the opportunity to lead in a good way.

At the end of the Circle, the paper plates can be gathered up
and kept as part of the classroom. They can be posted, reviewed,
used as spelling words, or used as prompts for writing projects.
They can also tie in with other social skills curricula, such as
character education, bullying prevention education, or social
studies. Some people start their Circles by referring to values. In
the introductory pass, each student can say his or her name and a
value, even if they say no more than, “Sam, confidentiality” Quiet
people are more likely to talk if you make it easy for them to put
their voice into the room just once.

Guidelines

After the values of the Circle community have been discussed,
then the common agreements or guidelines can be created. Here
are some common questions that keepers use to start the discus-
sion about agreements for the Circle:

+ How do we need to act so that we are true to these
values?

o What kind of guidelines for behavior do we need so
that we follow these values?

o What do you need to feel safe in this classroom or in
this Circle?
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for you today?” Or, it can be specific: “Share a value you like other
than the one you expressed today.” It may help students who are
new to the Circle for the keeper to encourage talking by taking
the lead and answering each question first. Or, if everyone seems
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to understand, the keeper can pose the question and answer it
herself at the end when the talking piece comes back around.

Jack Mangan, a behavior specialist in an inner-city K-8
school, closes his Circles by asking students to stand, touch each
others’ toes around the circle, and then give the talking piece to
a student who is a leader-type and pose the question, “How did
you think the Circle went today?” The toe-touching ending il-
lustrates connectedness and gives students a safe, respectful way
to touch. Asking a student to close the Circle would give that
student the opportunity to lead in a good way.

At the end of the Circle, the paper plates can be gathered up
and kept as part of the classroom. They can be posted, reviewed,
used as spelling words, or used as prompts for writing projects.
They can also tie in with other social skills curricula, such as
character education, bullying prevention education, or social
studies. Some people start their Circles by referring to values. In
the introductory pass, each student can say his or her name anda
value, even if they say no more than, “Sam, confidentiality” Quiet
people are more likely to talk if you make it easy for them to put
their voice into the room just once.

Guidelines

After the values of the Circle community have been discussed,
then the common agreements or guidelines can be created. Here
are some common questions that keepers use to start the discus-
sion about agreements for the Circle:

o How do we need to act so that we are true to these
values?

o What kind of guidelines for behavior do we need so
that we follow these values?

o What do you need to feel safe in this classroom or in
this Circle?
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The St. Louis Park High School Circle guidelines were developed by
the youth in the Circle. Photo courtesy of St. Louis Park High School
(SLPHS).

Many keepers prefer to use the terms “common agreements”
or “guidelines” rather than the word “rules” “Rules” suggest ri-
gidity and are found in the student handbook, which is a legal
document. Rules tend to be set by authorities. In Circles, the
participants generate the guidelines, which everyone agrees to
follow. The spirit of “guidelines” or “common agreements” can be
found in the poetic agreement suggested by one boy in a middle
school Circle: “Don't step on anyone else’s dream.”

Some basic agreements guide most Circles, and keepers can
use these to help the class begin to develop its own list for a specific
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Circle. The “You're the One Who Can Make the Peace” media
campaign sponsored by the Minnesota Department of Public
Safety published a flyer about using Circles in the classroom. It
opened with some guidelines around the use of the talking piece:

When holding the talking piece, you show respect to the Cir-
cle and to each other by doing the following:

» speaking from the heart

» speaking with respect (no name-calling or put-downs)

» speaking briefly, so that everyone will have time to
speak

» speaking on the topic.’

In her book of middle school Circle activities, Behind the Green
Glass Door, written for the Minneapolis Public Schools, Marion
London listed these common agreements:

« Everyone is respected.

o Everyone gets a chance to talk without interruption.

« We explain ourselves by telling our stories.

o Everyone is equal; no person is more important that
anyone else.”

A youth group in a Minnesota high school uses the following
guidelines. They are written on a piece of white tag board that
can be carried easily to any room in which a Circle is conducted:

o Speak only when you have the “TP” (talking piece).
o Speak from your heart.

o Honor confidentiality.

o Listen with respect.

o No swearing.

o You may pass.
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One of the most comprehensive resources for the Circle pro-
cess is Peacemaking Circles: From Crime to Community.® In the
book, authors Kay Pranis, Barry Stuart, and Mark Wedge de-
scribe the basic guidelines for Circles:

Along with additional guidelines participants may agree upon
for a specific Circle, the following six guidelines are essential for
Circle dialogues. Collectively, they translate the values and prin-
ciples into concrete behavior that makes it easy for newcomers
to adapt to the Circle atmosphere. These core guidelines are:

respect the talking piece;
speak from the heart;
speak with respect;
listen with respect;
remain in the Circle; and

honor confidentiality.®

Each Circle community develops its own guidelines. But, as
these lists indicate, Circle groups tend to agree on the need for
guidelines around the talking piece, listening and speaking with
respect and from the heart, and confidentiality. One class devel-
oped their agreements by first listing on poster paper everyone’s
response to the question, “What would make the Circle a safe
place for me?” Then they looked at all the suggestions and started
grouping them into categories. Finally, they selected key words
that all the students could agree on and made action statements
around those words. These became their agreements. Instead
of voting on the statements, they kept passing the talking piece
around until everyone said, “Yes, I agree; I can live with these
words” By taking the time to work things out in this way, the
class was able to run their Circle smoothly for most of the year.

Ron and Roxanne Claassen state in their book Discipline That
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Restores, “It is in making and keeping agreements that trust is
built”” The exercise of coming to consensus around guidelines
gives students the chance to make simple agreements, follow
them, and start to build trust with each other. Trusting that people
will respect each other enhances the climate in the classroom,
both socially and academically.

Occasionally, a class might decide that they want to review
the agreements. For example, do they need to change the words,
or do they simply need to follow them more closely? Usually,
they find that the words work just fine, so they use the exercise
to recommit to their agreements.



CHAPTER 5
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Components of the Circle Process

The Keeper(s)

Jamie and Oscar came to the Circle training for teachers and
school administrators with four students from a high school Cir-
cle that Oscar runs every week. Everyone sat in a circle, and Jamie
started the session by reading a poem about awareness from a
Javorite poet. Then she introduced herself and the talking piece
she brought—a long, hand-carved stick given to her by a men-
tor. She sent the stick around, asking each person to introduce
himself or herself. When the talking piece came back to her, she
invited Oscar and the students, who were sitting to her left, to talk
about their Circle. As the stick made its way around the. Circle,
the participants asked the students questions, which they an-
swered in the moment. Some people just offered comments, and
some passed the stick without talking. When the stick got back to
Jamie, she sent it around again for ‘anything else anyone had to
say” People thanked the students or offered them praise for their
insights. Being teachers, many suggested that the students go into
education. Jamie took the stick and read a closing text from Mar-
tin Luther King Jr. The boys got up and ended the session, leading
everyone in a handshake around the Circle.

The person who facilitates the Circle is called a “keeper,’ as I
noted earlier. In The Little Book of Circle Processes, Kay Pranis
describes the keeper as one who “assists the group in creating
and maintaining a collective space in which each participant
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feels safe to speak honestly and openly.”” According to The Little
Book of Restorative Discipline for Schools, keepers “do not con-
trol the Circle, but help participants uphold its integrity”” They
are equal participants in the Circle. “Itis nota position of power,
but it is a responsibility to others to keep to the values of the
Circle” Instead of running the process, the keeper serves it.

To be a teacher and a Circle keeper in the classroom pres-
ent an interesting juxtaposition of roles. Generally, a teacher
wants to be in control of his or her classroom—the ebb and flow,
what is taught, what happens when. With Circles, however, it is
the participants who ultimately set the flow. The keeper serves
their interests and follows their lead. The teacher’s goal in using
Circles is the same as with any educational tool. The idea is that
students eventually are able to use the knowledge or skill being
taught for their own purposes. A Circle teacher not only lays the
groundwork of skills but also encourages a sense of curiosity and
wonder, so the students are inspired to take charge of their own
learning. As Circle keeper, the teacher provides instruction and
the opportunity to practice. Slowly, though, the keeper-teacher
lets go of “what needs to be taught when” as the students become
the keepers of their own Circles, as this story illustrates:

A breathless first-grader runs up to the school administra-
tor supervising the playground. “Mrs. Ticiu, Mrs. Ticiu!” he
exclaims, “I need a talking piece!” Mrs. Ticiu reaches into
her pocket, extracts a small plastic dinosaur, and offersit
to the child. He grasps the dinosaur tightly in his fist and
dashes off to join several other students, who moments ear-
lier, were arguing. With the help of the talking piece, they
discuss their disagreement and find a solution they all like.*

This may sound like utopia. However, just as we don't think
twice when children start to read on their own, so, too, is it nor-
mal for students to use, on their own, well taught social skills.

COMPONENTS OF THE CIRCLE PROCESS ¢ 97

Cindy Skalsky describes one approach she uses to teach the
Circle process. She turns the Circle over to the students, posing

the question of how they might improve both the school and
themselves.

What I did a couple of years ago with a challenging group
of fifth graders was to introduce the Circle slowly. Then

I would have one quick question for fun—“what do you
think or feel about . . . ?” and “how can you solve it?”
My question was, “If you could change one thing in this
school, what would you change and why?” From that,
several students indicated they didn't like the options

for school lunches. So, I asked all of the class. We talked
about what they thought or felt about school lunches,
and then I asked, “What ideas do you have to improve it?”
One student took notes and another typed up the ideas
and shared it with the lunchroom staff. Some changes
were made based upon their input.

Eventually, after we talked about their ideas to improve the
school and other ideas about how to improve the world, we
talked about what ideas they have on how we could improve this
classroom or themselves. They ended up developing silent sig-
nals to remind each other not to gossip or talk behind each oth-
er’s back. They developed a list of classroom rules that they felt
were important, so students had a good environment to learn.’

How Does It Work? Ceremony and Storytelling

The process of speaking and listening in Circle is as simple as
“circling up” some chairs, picking up a stress ball in the shape of
an apple, and passing it to your left with a question that invites
simple but thoughtful sharing: “Who are you?” “Why are you
here today?” “What do you like?” “What problem do we need to
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solve together?” “How can we help?” A Circle keeper could then
just follow her or his own intuition and the thoughts and inter-
ests of the group to complete a “Circle’

But Circle keepers and participants in and out of schools
recognize core elements that organize the Circle process. These
elements encourage a sense of safety, deep listening, and hon-
est speaking. They also provide a framework for problem solv-
ing. Dimming or bringing up the lights signals the beginning of
a concert or the intermission to a play. It sets the stage for listen-
ing and responding to a performance. So, too, there are ways of
opening and closing a Circle and organizing the middle portion.
Ceremony, ritual, and storytelling complete the space, while the
wisdom and experience that Indigenous Peoples have with the
talking Circle offers a deeper understanding of the process.

Some cultures open any social gathering with a prayer. It rep-
resents an intentional call to the participants to recognize the
group, the purpose of the gathering, and the reality or presence
of something that is greater than them. In the United States, com-
mon public openings include playing or singing the National An-
them or reciting the Pledge of Allegiance. People respond to these
openings consciously, aware of the words and the symbolic mean-
ing of the act. They can freely choose whether to participate or to
respectfully watch. Opening rituals or ceremonies are intended to
gather the group together and signal the beginning, whether the
occasion is a meal, a wedding, a political debate, or a ball game.

Some American Indian people open a Circle with a prayer
or with burning sage or sweetgrass, a process called “smudging.’
“Sage is a medicine in my life;’ said the late Chuck Robertson,
Ojibwe and Dakota educator and Circle trainer. “Burning sage
helps cleanse, clear, and open the mind. Besides its spiritual
value, the opening signals the beginning of the process. It helps
participants set aside other issues, so they can be present in
the moment at the Circle. Likewise, the Circle may close with a
prayer or good words that once again recognize the community,
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its work, and the beliefs and aspirations of the community to be
together in a good way.

Children respond positively to rituals, namely, the intentional
repetition of actions that signal something different and special.
Think of the ritual of Thanksgiving dinner at your house or the
ritual opening of a baseball game. Actors and athletes have ritu-
als that they hope will prepare them mentally for performance or
bring them luck. Establishing the routine or ritual of an ongoing
Circle helps participants quickly focus on the current moment
and be present to the process. In a public school or in any set- -
ting that includes multiple beliefs and cultures, the opening and
closing of a Circle can provide symbolic welcome and, like the
objects that are chosen for the centerpiece, suggest inclusion.

The most generic of openings is to invite students to sit in
silence for a minute or to participate in simple yoga breathing.
Regardless of where we come from—if we are tall or short, old or
young—everyone has to breathe. Breathing together or inviting
people to be intentional in recognizing their breathing calls at-
tention to our similarities, despite our differences.

Oscar Reed, Circle keeper and trainer, tells of one of his first
forays into using Circles with a group of special education, mid-
dle school students from the inner city: “I asked them to sit in
silence for a minute—sixty seconds—and they would complain,
‘Man, that is too long? But once they got used to it, they could
sit easily for two or three minutes. They always expected to be
silent; sometimes they would ask for silence if I did not start the
Circle that way” He concluded, “The kids seldom have silence in

their world. They longed for it, once they discovered it”®

After people have taken time to be aware of their breathing
and, hopefully, the present moment in which they sit, another
part of opening the Circle can be added—a reading or story. The
selection of the opening can further set the stage for the Circle.
Stories illustrate values or problems. They provide perspective
for the discussion that will follow.
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process a chance. When they learned that they were invited to
participate in any classroom Circle at any time, the tension in the
room subsided considerably.

“\¥hat is said in Circle stays in Circle” is a commonly agreed-
upon Circle guideline. Yet Circle members may agree together
on what may be shared outside of the Circle. Keeping the confi-
dentiality of Circle communication encourages honest conver-
sation. Participants are more ready to share deeply held values,
beliefs, and feelings. If the other members of the Circle can truly
honor this sharing, then the guideline can help students develop
empathy, caring, and connection among all involved. Deeper,
more serious conversations can be held—conversations that can
enhance feelings of safety and respect even in trying times.

For instance, a group of multi-cultural, multi-political high
school students gathered once a week for a one-credit semester
course in Circle after the September 11 (2001) attacks in New
York and Washington, DC, and during the first months of the
war in Afghanistan. Feelings ran high regarding what was hap-
pening in the world: the attacks, patriotism, racism, classism, re-
ligion, war in general, and awar in Afghanistan in particular. The
students were glad for a place to talk, and the agreement, “What

is said in Circle stays in Circle’—confidentiality—enhanced the
process. “I was able to respect someone who was so opposite of
what I believed, because of our talk in Circle,’ one young woman
said later. “I had to listen, and even though I did not agree—
would never agree—I found a way to see him as an honest per-
son with honestly held ideas. It was hard. Keeping confidentiality
made the discussion safe’

This seventeen-year-old high school student had the skills

- to convey the flavor and feeling of the Circles she participated
in without breaking the confidentiality of her fellow students.
The second graders had not yet developed these communication
skills. Part of teaching the Circle process to students and adults
is to help them understand how to tell the “story” of the Circle.
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I recommend starting with helping students understand what is
personal in nature. For example, the names of the persons who
told stories about their experiences or feelings should be kept in
Circle. However, general topics, such as “we talked about fami-
lies,” “we talked about pets and hobbies,” or “we had an intense
talk about the election” are okay to describe to others outside
the Circle.

Another teacher offered her students this guidance: “Speak
about what you said, not about what others said, unless you have
their permission to do so.” Yet in some situations, telling the
story of the Circle is precisely what everyone in the Circle wants.
For instance, students from an English Language Learners pro-
gram and students from an Alternative Learning Center told the
following story at a state conference as part of a workshop on the
use of Circles to repair harm.

A group of newly arrived Karen students from Myanmar
(Burma) got into a fight on a bus with a group of American stu-
dents. Both groups attended the same small school but were in
different programs. Neither group spoke the other’s language.
This inability to communicate was part of the reason for the fight.
Students agreed to sit in Circle with a translator, the school prin-

cipal, two educational aides (one African American, the other
Karen), and the Circle keeper, who was the school’s social worker.

Doing a Circle with a translator provided a lot of insight for
everyone participating. The process slowed way down, as the
translator had to repeat everything anyone said. It showed how
complicated communication can be and how much time it takes
for people to learn about each other. The participants agreed to

. goback to their friends and tell them about the Circle, explaining

that everyone in the Circle had agreed not to fight. In this situa-
tion, transparency and openness were essential to the success of
the Circle process.

In other instances, however, honoring the confidentiality
guideline—“what is said in Circle stays in Circle’—is essential.



108 ¢ CIRCLE IN THE SQUARE

Learning how to tell the story of the Circle, asina Circle to teach
elementary school students social skills, is important. Telling oth-
ers the story of a Circle that was convened to repair harm can show
that there was accountability and agreement. This knowledge can
help a community to heal, as the bus-fight incident illustrates.

The confidentiality guideline is not about secrecy but about
learning respect, discretion, and how to develop trust, so that
people feel safe enough to share openly. Even in the simplest,
most topic-focused Circles, deeper sharing can surface un-
expectedly when confidentiality is ensured. To ensure that all
involved have the same expectation of confidentiality for a par-
ticular Circle, Circle keepers can ask, “What will we tell others
about this Circle?” Coming together with the mutual intent to
share and to care for the feelings of the other participants al-
lows people to express their feelings honestly. Participants can
assume a baseline of respect and trust, assured that their emo-
tional vulnerability will not be used against them.

Hopefully, two things will prevail: common sense and a re-
spect for the Circle community. Circles help students of any age
learn how to respect each other by not using personal informa-

tion about others in mean ways. The fact that a girl is sad because

her cat died or a boy is worried about his uncle in the military
does not become a focus for teasing or taunting. Developing re-
spect is part of the skill building that Circles offer. If the keeper
or any member of the Circle is concerned about how personal
information shared in Circle might be used, then this concern
should become part of the Circle discussion. This very discus-
sion can help foster deeper respect among the participants.

Handling Disclosures

Children may tell adults whom they trust any number of things.
Sometimes, what they say may be that someone is harming them,
that they may be harming themselves, or that they are harming
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someone else. If you are a teacher, this could come up in math
‘class or in Circle. However, it is less likely that a disclosure of
harm will occur in a math Circle on integers than in a Circle to
repair harm.

Adults who work with children—teachers and other school
personnel included—are required to contact Child Protection
if they suspect that a child is being neglected or physically or
sexually abused by a family member. All fifty states have passed
some form of a mandated reporting law. Professionals must re-
port suspected child abuse or neglect in order for their school,
agency, program, or institution “to qualify for funding under the
Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act”**

Telling students about mandated reporting in language that
they can understand is important for Circles to repair harm.
Circle participants may share personal concerns if they feel that
they will be respected in Circle. Students may see a teacher, a
student-support staff member, or a coach as a trusted adult, be-

cause they see the adult treating them with respect and listening
closely to them in Circle.

Safe Place

As students and teachers discuss values, share objects and de-
scribe their meaning, make meaning out of ribbon and sticks, and
decide together how best to run their Circle, a sense of safety may
begin to develop. Students and staff take risks in speaking, because
they believe they will be heard and respected. Increasing students’
sense of safety can aid them academically. They will be better able
to concentrate on lectures, studies, and reading without added
emotional stress. They will also be more able to work together on
projects without fear of being teased or bullied, put down, or ex-
cluded. Likewise, if students feel safe, they will be more likely to
ask questions during class, which gives teachers cues as to what
students understand and what they need more help in mastering.
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118 ¢ CIRCLE IN THE SQUARE

developed the I-to-1 Conflict Resolution Curriculum in 1988. It
uses “two basic techniques: conferences or I-to-I's, and group
gatherings or sharing Circles”*® With the curriculum, teachers
use the Circle process as a means of conducting group problem-
solving sessions as well as class meetings.

Even before the Friends School curriculum, elementary
school teachers in Minneapolis public schools used the “Magic
Circle” to start or end the day. Magic Circle was a self-esteem
and drug abuse prevention program used in the district elemen-
tary classrooms in the early 1980s. Marion London served as a
teacher and trainer in the district. “The teachers and students sat
in a circle, and, even though there was no talking piece, commu-
nication went around in order. Everyone had a chance to share.
There was no judgment and no grade. It was all about kids having
a say in their education. I thought, “This is a cool thing!”

London developed a number of prevention education cur-
ricula, including Project Charlie and Peaceful Partners: “With
Project Charlie, the content was delivered while the kids were at
their desks, but then I would have them do an activity in a circle.

“\¥/e would use a feeling cube in the circle” she said. “The kids
liked it, and so I started all activities with the cube. It became our
talking piece. When | learned about restorative measures and
the Circle process from that vantage point, it resonated with all
my other experiences, with the feeling cube, the morning meet-
ing from Responsive Classroom, Olweus’s class circle, the old
Magic Circle. 1 heard this here and that there, but the R] Circle
put it together Giving voice to students, she noted, strengthens
their sense of connection. “It is good education;’ she said.””

Spirituality

Mel welcomed everyone to the Circle. He invited people to
sit for a bit in silence and let our travel to the workshop for
the day leave our minds. He offered a prayer in the Qjibwe

COMPONENTS OF THE CIRCLE PROCESS ¢ 119

language for everyone and for the earth. He translated the
prayer. He held up the eagle feather and explained its sig-
nificance: the eagle is the link between the earth and the
creator, a messenger.

Then the feather went around for people to introduce
themselves—name, agency or school, and why they came to
the session on historical trauma. Mel told a story about his

Jather’s experiences with several Indian boarding schools.
The feather went around. Participants shared many thin:gs'
their knowledge, their sadness for the pain of history, their .
guilt for not knowing more, experiences with families, new
insights they now had about students they worked wi;th
concerns about relatives, as well as technical informati’on
about working with children who have been hurt.

Another round brought out resources, ideas for inter-
ven.tians, and policy changes. Some people committed to
actions—pursuing further research, getting more training,
talking to a colleague, and changing a practice.

The final round was short. Mostly, people thanked
Mel and each other for insight, honesty, and for listening.

Mel ended the Circle with a saying from his grandmother
about joy.

_'The Circle embraces and reflects many of the spiritual values of

Indigenous Peoples in North America—values such as respect
hfm.or, compassion, forgiveness, and generosity. But we need tc;
distinguish between the Circle as a communication process
tfeaching process, or problem-solving process and spiritual prac—,
tices. “The Circle in itself is not a ceremonial practice of Indige-
nou.s people;” explained Stephanie Autumn, member of the Hg i
Nation and a restorative justice practitioner. “In Indigenou.[:s
coTnmunities, the Circle is utilized by Indigenous people to re-
Rall’ harm, strengthen relationships, and improve communica-
tion, to find learning-based outcomes and equitable solutions.®
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Rethinking Discipline: Creating Discipline Plans based on Restorative Practices

Chapter |: From Zero Tolerance to Restorative Discipline

“The secrer of education lies in respecting the pupil.” Ralph Waldo Emerson

During the past two decades schools across the U.S. adopted “zero tolerance” and other
punitive approaches to discipline. Schools set strict rules for student behavior and prescribed
punishments for rule-breakers, often without regard to the context or extenuating
circumstances. Over time, school districts expanded the reach of zero-tolerance policies to

include many nonviolent offenses.

In recent years a growing chorus of educators, students, and policy-makers has begun to
question zero tolerance policies. Research shows that they lead to more suspensions,

expulsions, and school dropouts and to more challenging student behavior, not less. [Skiba,
Russell J., “Zero Tolerance, Zero Evidence: An Analysis,” Indiana Education Policy Center,
2000; see APPENDIX 1]

What'’s more, zero-tolerance discipline policies disproportionately affect students of color,
low-income students, LGBTQ students, students with disabilities, and English Language
Learners. African-American students are the most frequently targeted. According to the US
Department of Education, “the data show that African-American students without
disabilities are more than three times as likely as their white peers without disabilities to be

expelled or suspended.” [Guiding Principles: A Resource Guide for Improving School Climate and
Discipline, U.S. Department of Education, January 2014; see APPENDIX 2]

There is no evidence that racial disparities in discipline are due to higher rates of
misbehavior by African-American students. If anything, African-American students are

punished more severely for similar or less serious behaviors than their peers. [“Discipline
Disparities: Myths and Facts,” The Equity Project, Center for Evaluation and Education Policy,
Indiana University; see APPENDIX 3]

In 2014 the U.S. Departments of Justice and Education cited this evidence as they issued new
guidelines urging schools to move away from zero tolerance. Such policies, they said, were
pushing young people of color out of school and, all too often, into the “school to prison
pipeline.” Instead, they argued, schools should encourage positive student behavior by
fostering social and emotional learning (SEL). And they should adopt restorative approaches

to discipline that engage students and keep them in school.

© Morningside Center for Teaching Social Responsibility



Rethinking Discipline: Creating Discipline Plans based on Restorative Practices

Educators across the nation surely heaved a sigh of relief. After all, we didn’t come into this

profession with the desire to be “enforcers.”

But of course schools do need a clear discipline policy that is understood by all students and
staff and that is applied fairly and consistently throughout the school. In fact schools need
much more than a policy: They need a clear framework for their discipline policy that is

based on principles and a shared understanding of the school’s needs and values.

All school and district discipline plans are based on assumptions about human nature and
development, even if those assumptions are not openly stated or questioned. On what do we

base our discipline policies? How do we encourage positive student behavior?

A school’s approach to discipline often reflects how the adults (teachers, administrators,
parents, and staff) experienced discipline in their own childhoods. For many of us,
“discipline” came with feelings of shame, pain, and isolation. And yet punishment or

shaming is almost never what comes to mind when adults envision a great school.

The way we approach discipline in schools sends young people a strong message about what
we reallybelieve. We can talk about a caring school community, but if we revert to punitive
strategies in response to student misbehavior, we may be showing students that we are not as
committed to that caring community as we say we are. Our conflicting messages often create
confusion and distrust that can permeate the whole relationship between students and the
school. A discipline program that sows distrust affects all of the students, not just those

disciplined in punitive ways.

Now a growing number of schools are creating intentional discipline policies that are based
on principles that all members of the school community — students and adults alike — help
shape. Instead of complying to get the “carrot” or avoid the “stick,” students in this kind of
school aspire to behave positively because they want to contribute to a community that

respects and nurtures them and supports them in fulfilling their responsibilities to others.

Rethinking Discipline is an intentional, collaborative process that helps schools move from

discipline policies that shame and punish to a restorative approach' based on principles of

1 [ L . » L3 g » “ : : : ”»

We prefer the term “restorative practices” or “restorative approaches” to the term “restorative justice” as the
latter is most commonly associated with the criminal justice system. We believe strongly that schools need a
vocabulary that is distinct from that used within the prison system.

2 www.morningsidecenter.org
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inclusion and shared community. It is a detailed, step-by-step way to reclaim the very heart
of discipline in our schools.

Schools that “rethink discipline” model the kind of community we all want: a community
that gives adults and young people alike the tools and opportunities to learn from mistakes,
to treat each other with humanity, and to be our best selves even when we are having a hard

time.

Rethinking Discipline asks us as adults to take the brave step of examining our own
experiences, assumptions, and shortcomings. To make different choices about discipline, we
need to look at where things are now. Then, through an open and collaborative
conversation, we can envision how we want things to be in the future. Finally, we develop
systems and procedures to translate that vision into a practical plan that creates a new daily

reality for the whole school community.

Restorative discipline is based on the belief that conflicts and challenging
behavior are opportunities for learning, growth, and community building.

Restorative approaches to discipline assume that for the most part, human beings make the
best choices they can based on the range of options that they can see in a given situation.
Challenging behavior often results from a lack of well-developed skills, and provides the
opportunity for a teachable moment. A teachable moment can lead to growth and learning if
the student’s dignity, humanity, and relationship to the community are preserved.
Restorative approaches allow us to return to the original definition of “discipline.” It comes

from the Latin word “disciplina,” which means instruction or knowledge.

The goal of restorative discipline is to encourage reflection and thoughtfulness and to help
students develop the skills or perspectives they need to choose better next time. Restorative
discipline creates opportunities for students to make mistakes, learn skills, and practice

positive and productive behaviors.

Science informs this approach. The latest neuroscience tells us that the adolescent brain is a
work in progress: the prefrontal cortex, which controls impulses and good decision-making,
doesn’t fully mature until the early to mid-20s. This means that school should be a place

where young people can practice their decision-making skills. If our young people lose the

© Morningside Center for Teaching Social Responsibility 3
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chance to practice these skills in a safe and supportive space at school, they will be ill-

equipped for membership in a broader community when they leave school.

Rather than seeing a student displaying challenging behavior as an opponent to be controlled
or punished, restorative discipline sees young people as works in progress, in need of love,
attention, patience, and guidance. We don’t just ask students to relate positively to their
teachers, but to see themselves as members of a community to which they are accountable,
and which is accountable to them. Accountability is not about punishment or compliance

but about taking responsibility, and in some cases, finding ways to repair harm.

In a punitive discipline model, when a student does something hurtful or disruptive, we ask

questions such as:

e What rule was broken?
»  Who broke it?
e What punishment is appropriate?

In a restorative model, we ask:

e Who was harmed?
e What are the needs of each affected party?
e What are the responsibilities of each affected party?

e How do all affected parties collaboratively address needs, repair harm, and restore our
community?

The restorative discipline model makes a number of explicit assumptions:

e We take better care to be good members of our community when we feel that the
community embraces us;

- We are more willing to receive feedback from people we believe care about
us;

e All human behavior is motivated by a desire to meet one of the following basic needs:
survival, belonging, power, freedom, and fun. Restorative approaches to discipline
elevate these needs, rather than trying to tame or control them.

* Young people are more likely to do the right thing when adults work with them,
rather than trying to work foror over them.

www.morningsidecenter.org
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Despite the controversies that it has created in school districts throughout the
country, zero tolerance continues to be a widely used response to school disrup-
tion and violence. This paper explores the history, philosophy, and effectiveness
of zero tolerance school disciplinary strategies. Growing out of Reagan-Bush era
drug enforcement policy, zero tolerance discipline attempts to send a message by
punishing both major and minor incidents severely. Analysis of a representative
range of zero tolerance suspensions and expulsions suggests that controversial
applications of the policy are not idiosyncratic, but may be inherent in zero toler-
ance philosophy. There is as yet little evidence that the strategies typically associated
with zero tolerance contribute to improved student behavior or overall school safety.
Research on the effectiveness of school security measures is extremely sparse, while
data on suspension and expulsion raise serious concerns about both the equity
and effectiveness of school exclusion as an educational intervention. Community
reaction has led some districts to adopt alternatives to zero tolerance, stressing a
graduated system matching offenses and consequences, and preventive strategies,
including bullying prevention, early identification, and improved classroom man-
agement. Building a research base on these alternatives is critical, in order to assist
schools in developing more effective, less intrusive methods for school discipline.



ZERO TOLERANCE, ZERO EVIDENCE n

he Zero Tolerance, Zero Evidence:
An Analysis of School Disciplinary Practice

On September 17, 1999, an intense brawl between students rumored to have
been members of rival gangs cleared the stands at a football game at Decatur High
School in Decatur, Illinois. On October 1, the Decatur School Board accepted a
recommendation from its superintendent that seven students, all of them black, be
expelled from the school for two years. The decision sparked a local outcry that
escalated dramatically with the involvement of the Reverend Jesse Jackson and
Operation PUSH. Over a thousand protesters marched to the school on November
14, and two days later Rev. Jackson and several of his supporters were arrested.
Despite an offer to reduce the expulsions to one year and enroll the students in an
alternative school, Operation PUSH filed suit against the district on behalf of six of
the students (the seventh had elected to drop out), alleging procedural impropri-
eties, harsh punishments exceeding the offense, and racial bias. On January 11,
2000, in a decision posted on the Internet, Judge Robert McLoskey turned back that
suit on all counts, ruling that the Decatur School Board was well within its rights
when it expelled the students.

Despite the apparent vindication of the board’s actions, the case has opened up
an intense national dialogue on the practice of zero tolerance discipline. In many
ways, the Decatur case provides a fitting example of the conflicting values and
emotions that swirl around the topic. In the wake of Columbine and other shootings,
there can be no doubt that schools and school boards have the right, indeed the
responsibility, to take strong action to preserve the safety of students, staff, and
parents on school grounds. On the other hand, two-year expulsions for a fistfight
without weapons when weapons incidents in the same district received less severe
punishments raise issues of fairness, and questions about the extent to which ex-
treme consequences truly contribute to either school safety or the improvement of
student behavior. Videotapes of the event showed clearly that seven students en-
gaged in a rolling brawl that cleared the stands and placed innocent bystanders
at-risk. Yet the fact that all of those expelled were black, members of a racial group
overrepresented in suspension and expulsion not only in Decatur, but in cities and
towns across the couniry, created the appearance of an injustice that could not be
ignored.

The Decatur incident and similar stories throughout the country reflect the pro-
found ambivalence inherent in school disciplinary practice of the last ten years.
Ensconced as federal policy, at least one component of a zero tolerance approach
is currently in place in over 80% of our nation’s schools (Heaviside, Rowand, Wil-
liams, & Farris, 1998). Each new outbreak of violence seems to yield a coliateral
increase in get-tough discipline. In turn, each new cycle of tougher policy-increased
use of school security measures and a dramatic surge in school suspensions and




expulsions-yields a new round of controversy and
charges of civil rights violations.

This paper explores the history and ever-expand-
ing use of zero tolerance in our nation’s schools,
and the effects and side-effects of the policy. The
analyses explore the use of school security measures
that are not mandated, but appear nevertheless to
be part and parcel of the zero tolerance approach to
school safety. In addition, the paper reviews the use
of exclusionary discipline strategies-suspension and
expulsion-that are central to zero tolerance policy.
The paper concludes with a consideration of evi-
dence concerning the effects and side-effects of
current disciplinary practices in the schools. How
well do such strategies appear to work in changing
students’ behavior or guaranteeing the safety of
schools? Do the positive benefits of such approaches
outweigh the negative side-effects of punishment?

History, DEeFINITION, AND PREVALENCE OF
ZErRO TOLERANCE

It is difficult to find a written definition of the
term zero tolerance; certainly the use and meaning
of the term have evolved over time. Yet from its
inception in federal drug policy of the 1980's, zero
tolerance has been intended primarily as a method
of sending a message that certain behaviors will not
be tolerated, by punishing all offenses severely, no
matter how minor. Zero tolerance first received na-
tional attention as the title of a program developed
in 1986 by U.S. Auorney Peter Nunez in San Diego,
impounding seagoing vessels carrying any amount
of drugs. U.S. Attorney General Edwin Meese high-
lighted the program as a national model in 1988,
and ordered customs officials to seize the vehicles
and property of anyone crossing the border with
even trace amounts of drugs, and charge those indi-
viduals in federal court. The language of zero
tolerance seemed to fire the public imagination and
within months began to be applied to a broad range
of issues, ranging from environmental pollution and
trespassing to skateboarding, homelessness, and
boom boxes.

Frightened by a seemingly overwhelming tide of
violence, educators in the early 1990's were eager for a
no-nonsense response to drugs, gangs, and weapons.
Beginning in 1989, school districts in California. New

ZERO TOLERANCE, ZERO EVIDENCE N\

York, and Kentucky mandated expulsion for drugs,
fighting, and gang-related activity. By 1993, zero tol-
erance policies had been adopted across the country,
often broadened to include not only drugs and weap-
ons, but also smoking and school disruption.

This tide swept zero tolerance into national policy
when the Clinton Administration signed the Gun-
Free Schools Act of 1994 into law. The law mandates
a one year calendar expulsion for possession of a
firearm, referral of law-violating students to the crimi-
nal or juvenile justice system, and the provision that
state law must authorize the chief administrative of-
ficer of each local school district to modify such
expulsions on a case-by-case basis. Originally, the
bill covered only firearms, but more recent amend-
ments have broadened the language of the bill to
include any instrument that may be used as a
weapon. The Jeffords Amendment to the Gun-Free
Schools Act, and more recently the 1997 revisions
of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act,
have atempted to bring special education legisla-
tion in line with federal zero tolerance policy. It is
unclear, however, whether these amendments have
resolved or merely fueled the controversy (see Skiba
& Pcterson, 2000).

Local school districts have broadened the man-
date of zero tolerance beyond the federal mandates
of weapons, to drugs and alcohol (Kumar, 1999),
fighting (Petrillo, 1997), threats (Bursuk & Murphy,
1999) or swearing (Nancrede, 1998). Many school
boards continue to toughen their disciplinary poli-
cies; some have begun to experiment with permanent
expulsion from the system for some offenses
(“Groups critical of no second chances”, 1999). Oth-
ers have begun to apply school suspensions,
expulsions, or transfers to behaviors that occur out-
side of school (Seymour, 1999a). There is still
considerable variation in local definition of zero tol-
erance: while some districts adhere to a zero
olerance philosophy of punishing both major and
minor disruptions relatively equally, others have be-
gun to define zero tolerance as a graduated system,
with severity of consequence scaled in proportion
to the seriousness of the offense.

Prevalence of Zero Tolerance

Since the passage of the Gun-Free Schools Act,
some form of zero tolerance policy appears to have



become the norm in public schools. Defining zero
tolerance as a policy that mandates predetermined
consequences or punishments for specified offenses,’
the National Center on Education Statistics report,
Violence in America’s Public Schools: 1996-1997
(Heaviside et al., 1998), found that 94% of all schools
have zero tolerance policies for weapons or fire-
arms, 87% for alcohol, while 79% report mandatory
suspensions or expulsions for violence or tobacco.
Less stringent security measures are more widely
used than more stringent measures. Visitor sign-in
was reported in the 1996-97 school year for 96% of
schools, closed campus for most students during
lunch by 80% of schools, controlled access to the
building was reported in 53% of schools. Less widely
used measures included the presence of police or
law enforcement representatives on campus for an
hour or more per week (10%), mandatory school
uniforms (3%), random metal detector checks (3%),
and daily use of metal detectors (1%).

THE CONTROVERSY OF ZERO TOLERANCE

Zero tolerance policies purposely increase the in-
tensity of consequences for all offenders. Yet the
practice of punishing relatively minor incidents
harshly has been consistently controversial. Almost
from the inception of a national zero tolerance drug
policy, the harsh punishments meted out for rela-
tively minor infractions raised a host of civil rights
concerns: The American Civil Liberties Union con-
sidered filing suit on behalf of those whose
automobiles, boats, and even bicycles had been
impounded with trace amounts of marijuana
(Hansen, 1988). By 1990, the Customs Service boat
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impoundment program was quietly phased out af-
ter 2 Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute research
vessel was seized for a marijuana cigaretie found in
a seaman’s cabin.

Similar controversy has attended a host of sus-
pensions and expulsions associated with zero
tolerance for relatively trivial incidents in school set-
tings. Skiba and Peterson (1999) presented some of
the suspensions and expulsions that received me-
dia attention from the passage of the Gun-Free
Schools Act in 1994 until May, 1998, including school
expulsions for reasons ranging from paper clips to
minor fighting to organic cough drops. This review
updates that analysis, looking at cases of suspen-
sion or expulsion due to zero tolerance reported in
the national newspapers from May, 1998 to Decem-
ber, 1999.2 The number of such cases appears, if
anything, to be increasing, and a thorough descrip-
tion of all of those cases is certainly beyond the
scope of this paper. The following is a representa-
tive sampling of such cases, in the categories of
weapons, drugs, and other offenses.

Weapons

Consideration of zero tolerance tends to focus
on the Gun-Free Schools Act of 1994 as its driving
force. Yet, just as state and local zero tolerance poli-
cies predated federal law in this area, the following
examples suggest that local practice often extends zero
tolerance considerably beyond federal mandates. 3

¢ October, 1999, Atlanta, Georgia: A 15 year old
South Cobb High School sophomore found
with an unloaded gun in his book bag was
permanently expelled from the school district.

! Note that the definition of zero tolerance used in the NCES study is considerably different than the classic definition of zero
tolerance. While the NCES study defines zero tolerance as the presence of any specified punishment for i specified behavior, more
typical definitions have emphasized punishing a range of behaviors, both major and minor, equally severely. It is unclear how many
districts would still qualify as zero tolerance if that term were limited in usage 1o those districts emphasizing a more inclusive definition
of zero tolerance.

! The search was conducted using the Lexis-Nexus database entering the term zero tolerince under the category Major Newspapers,
for dates ranging from May 1, 1998 1o December 31, 1999.

3 In the interest of readability, citations of newspaper articles in this section will be presented in footnotes. For each category, sources
are cited in the order of the incidents presented. For weapons incidents, the sources for each incident are:

Stepp, D. R. (1999, October 12). Cobb expels student for packing gun. Arlania Constitution. p. 3C.

Fitzpatrick, T. Lilly. R, & Houtz. J. (1998, October 6). Schools reverse toy-gun decision: Boy. 11, who was expelled is back at Whitman
today. Seattle Times. p. B1.

Suspended 7th-grader seceives invitation 1o rocketry workshop. (1999, March 23). Arizona Republic. p. B1,; see also Gintonio. J. (1999,
March 19). Rocket builder's suspension sticks: Boy's dad vows to appeal decision. Arizona Republic, p. A29.

Ruth, D. (1999. june 7). Zero tolerance for zero wlerance. Tumpa Tribune, p. 2.

Neuman, K. (1998, November 12). Deer Lakes apologizes to firefighters for 1oy ax ban. Pintsburgh Post-Guzelte, p. 3.



“That is the standard we have set in the past
for anyone that has brought a weapon to
school,” said the district’s associate superinten-
dent. “It’s extremely serious, dangerous for
everybody involved.” The youth was also
charged in juvenile court with possession of a
weapon.

* September, 1998, Seattle, Washington: A sixth-
grader at Whitman Middle School in Seattle was
expelled when a squirt gun, painted black and
brown, fell out of his backpack in the lunch-
room. Although the expulsion was upheld by
a hearing officer, the Seattle School District re-
duced the expulsion to a suspension after the
family’s attorney cited state law requiring dis-
tricts to provide a lesser punishment where toy
weapons were not used with malice or in a
threatening manner.

* February, 1999, Glendale, Arizona: Seventh-
grade David Silverstein, inspired by the movie
October Sky, brought a homemade rocket
made from a potato chip canister to school.
School officials, classifying the rocket as a
weapon, suspended him for the remainder of
the term. Later, David was invited as a special
guest to Space Adventures’ Annual Rocketry
Workshop in Washington, D. C.

* May, 1999, Pensacola, Florida: When a sopho-
more loaned her nail clippers with an attached
nail file 1o a friend, a teacher saw and confis-
cated the clippers. The girl, aspiring to be a
doctor, was given a 10-day suspension and
threatened with expulsion. Said the high school
principal, “Life goes on. You learn from your
mistakes. We are recommending expulsion.”

* November, 1998, Deer Lakes, Pennsylvania: At
Curtisville Elementary School, 5 year old Jor-
dan Locke was suspended for wearing a 5-inch
plastic ax as part of his firefighter's costume to
a Halloween party in his classroom. After
firefighters around the country contacted
school officials complaining about the incident,
school officials composed an “Open Letter to

.

stance. Boston Globe, p. 1.
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Firemen Across the Country” stating that they
never intended to offend firefighters by refer-
ring to the ax as a weapon, but defending the
zero tolerance policy against weapons as fair.

These incidents underscore two sources of con-
troversy inherent in zero tolerance incidents. In the
first incident, involving a shotgun in a backpack,
there can be little doubt of the seriousness of the
offense; as in Decatur, however, it is not the neces-
sity of the expulsion, but rather its length that makes
the incident newsworthy. Other incidents appear to
cause controversy by defining as a weapon an ob-
ject, such as nail clippers or a toy ax, that poses little
real danger to others. Yet it should be noted that
this apparent overextension is consistent with the
philosophical intent of zero tolerance, treating both
major and minor incidents with severity in order to
set an example to others. Indeed, the apparent
lengthening of expulsions over time may be related
to the use of harsh punishment for less severe of-
fenses. If a student is expelled for a year for an object
(e.g., a nail-file) that is 2 weapon only through in-
terpretation, districts may feel a need to distinguish
truly dangerous incidents by extending punishment
even further for actual weapons.

Drugs

Although there is no federal mandate of suspen-
sion or expulsion for drug-related offenses, the
application of zero tolerance to drugs or alcohol has
become quite common (Heaviside et al., 1998). Again,
the gravity of the events varies considerably. *

* June, 1998, Brookline, Massachussetts: Nine se-
niors caught with alcohol on a bus going to
their senior prom were barred by the principal
from attending their graduation, and two were
not allowed to compete in the state baseball
playoffs. Citing tragic accidents caused by al-
cohol abuse, Brookline High School
Headmaster Robert Weintraub stated, “Every
time there’s a serious incident, a violation of
drugs, alcohol, or weapons, I have taken a very
hard line, because it’s important for kids to get

Drugs and Alcohol citations: Abrahms, S. (1998, June 21). Discipline of 9 senijors is evaluated: Headmaster defends -zero tolesince”

Smith. A. C. {1998. November 14). Count casts doubt on “zero tolerance policy. St. Petershurg Times. p. 18.
Gross. E.(1998. November 3). Teachers help suspended girl. St Petersbusg Times. p. 1B.
Student suspended for refusing (o see nurse. (1999, February 13). New: York Times, p. B6.



the message that if they do something that vio-
lates some of the fundamental rules we have
here, they will be punished.”

* June, 1998, Pinellas County, Florida: In their
last month of school, two high school seniors
skipped school and smoked marijuana with
friends in the morning. School officials were
tipped off and expelled the boys upon their
arrival some hours later. A federal appeals court
ruled against the district, however, stating that,
in the absence of any actual drug test, the
school had not “even a scintilla of evidence”
that the two teens were under the influence at
school.

* October, 1998, East Lake, Florida: High school
senior Jennifer Coonce took a sip of sangria at
a luncheon with co-workers as part of a school-
sponsored internship. When her parents called
the high school to complain about minors be-
ing served alcohol, the district suspended her
for the remainder of the semester. Jennifer, an
honors student, was offered the opportunity
to take her college placement classes at home,
over the telephone.

e February, 1999, Ewing, New Jersey: When a
freshman dozed off in his social studies class,
his teacher became suspicious he was using
drugs and asked him to visit the school nurse
for a check of his pulse and blood pressure.
When the boy refused, the principal suspended
him, and refused to readmit him until he had
submitted to a drug test. Although the boy sub-
mitted to the test, his father considered filing a
lawsuit challenging the policy.

The range of seriousness of these incidents, as
compared with the relative consistency of punish-
ment, may offer some insight into why zero tolerance
creates controversy. A fairly stiff punishment for se-
rious drinking or drug abuse at school-sponsored
events seems fitting, and may well serve to prevent
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more serious harm. In contrast, the long-term sus-
pension of an honors student for a sip of sangria
seems more likely to turn the offender into the per-
ceived victim, as the St. Petersburg Times notes in
an editorial:

Zero tolerance policies are inherently unjust and
irrational because they conflate harms. Accept-
ing a cup of sangria for a good-bye toast is
punished as severely as a student who gets drunk
on school property....Bringing a butter knife to
school to cut an apple for lunch carries the same
expulsion as toting a loaded magnum. Those
harms are not equivalent, and if they are pun-
ished with equal severity, the system looks both
unfair and nonsensical (“Zero Sense”, 1998, p.
16a).

Strictures against cruel and unusual punishment
are fundamental to our legal system. It may well be
that school punishments greatly out of proportion
to the offense arouse controversy by violating basic
perceptions of fairness inherent in our system of
law, even when upheld by the courts.

Other Offenses

Finally, zero tolerance has been extended beyond
weapons and drugs 1o fighting, unauthorized use of
pagers or laser pointers, and sexual harassment
(Skiba & Peterson, 1999). Incidents reported in na-
tional newspapers since May, 1998 include: *

» February, 1999, Louisville, Kentucky: Two girls
at Bernheim Middle School were expelled
when they confessed to making 4 bomb threat
that resulted in the evacuation of the school’s
430 students. The girls were eligible to re-en-
ter the district’s public schools in January, 2000,
but only after spending a semester in the
district’s day treatment program.

¢ February, 1999, Fairfax, Virginia: When a ninth-
grader wrote a note 10 a classmate about her
teacher stating, “I have a D. I'm grounded....1

5 Other Offenses: Baldwin, P. (1999, February 24). Bomb threat ousts 2 from school system: I€s county’s first use of state Lw.

Lowisville Courier-Journal, p. 1n.

Masters. B. A. (1999, February 27). Teen suspended for note about teacher: Fairfax schools overreacted by calling comment a death

threat, girl's parents say. Washingron Post, p. B1.

Henderson, |. (1999. November 4). Halloween essay lands 13-year-old behind bars: Boy released after news media called. fouston

Chronicle, p. 1A.

Berselli, B. (1999, February 28). Student apologizes for remark, returns: Sophomore’s parents say 10-day suspension 100 severe

sesponse. Washinglon Post. p M3



want to kill that [expletive]....I want to die,”
the principal of Lake Braddock Secondary
School recommended expulsion. While the 15
year-old girl and her father claimed the school
overreacted, the vice chairman of the Fairfax
School Board defended the action: “People are
more concerned than they were five or 10 years
ago, and with good reason. Teachers have been
attacked. Teachers have been threatened.”

¢ November, 1999, Ponder, Texas: When a 13
year old wrote a Halloween story for class that
involved getting high on Freon, opening fire
on a suspected intruder, and finally shooting
his teacher and several classmates, the boy was
ordered held in a juvenile detention facility for
ten days (released after 5 days). Denton County
District Attorney noted that the decision was
based on a review of records indicating that
the boy had been “a persistent discipline prob-
lem for this school, and the administrators there
were legitimately concerned.”

* February, 1999, Waldorf, Maryland: A Westlake
High School sophomore was suspended for
10 days when he announced in the school’s
morning announcements that his French
teacher was not fluent in the language. The
student and his parents claimed that the inci-
dent was intended as a joke and did not warrant
such a punishment. School officials, however,
deemed the comments a “verbal attack” against
the teacher.

These cases seem to have at their heart a conflict
between two fundamental rights: the right of free
speech, and the right of schools to protect students
and staff from real or perceived harm. An important
lesson of recent school shooting incidents appears
to be that schools may place themselves at risk by
ignoring serious threats of violence. Indeed, in some
recent cases, schools and school districts may have
averted serious incidents by swift reaction to ver-
balized threats (Garreut, 1999). Yet the furor created
by some of these incidents suggests that there may
be limits on what a school can or should do to pro-
tect staff and students. Despite the current emphasis
on the key use of early warning signs in ensuring
school safety (Dwyer, Osher, & Warger, 1998), it may
be some time before consensus emerges concern-
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ing what constitutes a threat, and the appropriate
level of reaction to threats.

Summary

There is some tendency to assume that these sus-
pensions or expulsions for trivial incidents are simply
idiosyncratic or aberrations that occur in districts char-
acterized by an overzealous administration. Yet the
ubiquity of these “trivial incidents” across time and
location suggests that the over-extension of school
sanctions to minor misbehavior is not anomalous,
but rather is inherent in the philosophy and appli-
cation of zero tolerance. School disciplinary data at
both the district (Skiba et al., 1997) and national
(Heaviside et al., 1998) levels have shown that the
serious infractions that are the primary target of zero
tolerance (e.g., drugs, weapons, gangs) occur rela-
tively infrequently. The most frequent disciplinary
events with which schools wrestle are minor dis-
ruptive behaviors such as tardiness, class absence,
disrespect, and noncompliance. A broad policy that
seeks to punish both minor and major disciplinary
events equally will, almost by definition, result in
the punishment of a small percentage of serious in-
fractions, and a much larger percentage of relatively
minor misbehavior. We might expect then that the
“trivial incidents” connected with zero tolerance will
not abate, but may even accelerate as those policies
continue to be extended by local districts.

In response, the number of lawsuits filed by par-
ents in such incidents also appears to be increasing.
The ruling of Judge Robert McLoskey against the
defendants in the Decatur expulsion case is not un-
usual; in general, courts have tended to side with
school districts in reviewing such cases, giving rela-
tively broad leeway to district administrators in their
interpretation of school disciplinary policy (Zirkel,
1998). Yet the courts have also begun to limit school
district power in certain cases. In a case in Pennsyl-
vania involving the expulsion of a 13 year old for
using a Swiss Army knife as a nail-file, the court
ruled against a school district’s mandatory expul-
sion policy because it allowed no exceptions (Lee,
1999). In Costa Mesa, California, the 90 day suspen-
sion of a high school senior for a pipe found in his
car by police officials off campus was overruled in
court, since the action did not allow the student his
due process right to present his side of the story
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(Carney, 1998). Thus far, such decisions appear to
be based primarily on procedural grounds, for vio-
lations of district policy or state law, or for a failure
to provide opportunities for required due process.

What seems to differentiate the most visible of
these cases is the unwillingness on the part of school
boards and administrators to back down, regardless
of parent or community pressure. Policymakers in
these high profile incidents often claim that their
“hands are tied,” that they have little or no room for
flexibility in the administration of district policy. It
should be noted, however, that this intractability rep-
resents a local interpretation of zero tolerance that
may go beyond the federal zero tolerance policy.
Indeed, by requiring local districts to have in place
a procedure allowing for case-by-case review, the
Gun-Free Schools Act seems to mandate some de-
gree of flexibility in the implementation of zero
tolerance.

Reaction to these events leaves communities
highly divided. On the one hand, proponents of zero
tolerance argue that allowing flexibility in the
administration of consequences will reduce the po-
tency of school discipline, giving the message to
potential violators that schools are “not really seri-
ous” about enforcement. Others have countered that
when the punishment fails to fit the crime, students
are learning nothing about justice, and much about
what they must do subvert rules and policies. But
while these individual cases highlight the values con-
flicts inherent in the zero tolerance debate, a more
fundamental question may concern the outcomes
and effects of that policy. To what extent have the
disciplinary practices associated with zero tolerance
led to increased school safety or improved student
behavior?

How ErrecTive 1S ZERO TOLERANCE?

It has been more than ten years since school dis-
tricts first began adopting zero tolerance policies,
and over five years since the strategy was made na-
tional policy by the Gun-Free Schools Act. Given
the current climate of educational accountability, one
would expect some data 10 have emerged concern-
ing the effects and effectiveness of zero tolerance
approaches. The following sections provide a re-
view of available literature for the school security
measures often associated with a zero tolerance
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approach, followed by a similar review of the lit-
erature concerning suspension and expulsion.

Effectiveness of School Security Measures

Judgement concerning the effectiveness of school
security measures may depend to a certain extent
on the sources of data being considered. A number
of school districts that have adopted school security
measures or comprehensive zero tolerance policies
have testified to the efficacy of such approaches (see
e.g., Burke & Herbert, 1996; Holmes & Murrell, 1995;
Schreiner, 1996). It should be noted, however, that
these reports are not objective evaluations, but rather
program descriptions, often designed to showcase
district efforts. The absence of an outside evaluator,
coupled with a lack of information regarding the
methodology, typically makes it impossible to judge
the accuracy of these reports.

Aside from school district testimonials, there ap-
pear to be very few empirical evaluations of the
efficacy of school security measures. In an attempt
to review the efficacy of those measures, Skiba and
Peterson (in press) conducted an extensive electronic
literature search for published empirical evaluations
of school security measures. Across both the ERIC
and PsyclInfo data bases, only four data-based evalu-
ations of any school security measures were
published in scholarly journals between 1988 and
1999. In contrast, there appears to be a considerably
more extensive data base supporting the use of pre-
ventive measures. The same search located 35
data-based published articles using the term con-
Slict resolution, and over 130 journal articles using
the search term classroom bebavior management.

For the present review, that search was updated,
adding a search of the Sociological Abstracts and
Criminal Justice Abstract data bases from 1988 to
1999. The terms metal detector, locker search, sur-
veillance or video camera, and school uniforms were
entered for each data base. Finally, the terms zero
tolerance and school security were also entered to
identify evaluations that may have cut across strate-
gies. Across more than ten years of implementation,
a search of four major data bases yielded only six
empirical evaluations across all five categories of se-
curity measures. No published empirical evaluations
were located for either locker searches or video sur-
veillance cameras.



Among the handful of investigations of school
security technology, the general quality of the re-
porting tended to be insufficient for allow firm
conclusions about whether security technology can
be effective. With some notable exceptions (e.g.,
Behling, 1994), all the published security technol-
ogy studies were brief summaries of a
quasi-experimental evaluation, omitting significant
details about the characteristics of the population,
implementation of the intervention, and statistical
analyses performed. Without such dara, there is no
way of knowing whether any positive effects re-
ported in the study were due to the security strategies
themselves, or to characteristics of the schools, stu-
dents, or other interventions. With this caveat, a brief
review of the available data in each area of school
security follows.

Melal Detectors

In the climate of fear created by dramatic inci-
dents of school violence, school administrators have
begun a consideration of metal detectors as a method
for deterring weapon-carrying in schools. There are
two types of metal detectors: Hand held metal de-
tectors used for random sweeps of students, and
fixed metal detectors, designed to scan all students
as they enter school (Mackey, 1997). Advocates of
such technology argue that metal detectors may keep
weapons out of schools, thus making it less likely
that conflicts will escalate into deadly violence.
Opponents of metal detector technology argue that
such systems are not cost effective, and that they
may actually fail to prevent incidents, such as the
shooting in Jonesboro, Arkansas, in which the vio-
lence is perpetrated outside the building, but on
school grounds.

There appear to be no published investigations
of the efficacy of fixed metal detectors placed in
school entrances, and one of random weekly sweeps
with hand-held metal detectors. Ginsberg and
Loffredo (1993) compared self-reported rates of
threats, physical fighting, or weapons-carrying for
students in schools with and without hand-held metal
detectors in the New York Public Schools. Students
in schools using hand-held metal detectors reported
a lower likelihood of carrying weapons at school or
1o and from school. No differences were found be-
tween schools with and without metal detectors in
the frequency of reported threats or physical fights.
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The results should be viewed with caution, how-
ever, since few details of the survey or analyses were
provided in the report, and there were no controls
for other interventions that may have been imple-
mented during the time period of the study.

Locker Search

The literature on educational law has produced a
fairly substantial dialogue about the circumstances
under which locker searches are and are not legal
(see e.g., Majestic, Blumberg, & Dowling, 1995). Yet
there appear to be no empirical data regarding
whether such searches are effective in either find-
ing weapons or in reducing school violence. A search
of the ERIC, Criminal Justice, PsycInfo, and Socio-
logical Abstracts data bases produced no published
evaluative reports on the efficacy of locker searches
either for identifying weapons or reducing violence
or disruption.

School Surveillance Cameras

Surveillance cameras have been recommended as
a method of monitoring whether students are bring-
ing weapons with them into school (Felder, 1997),
as well as a method for deterring vandalism
(Lebowitz, 1997). In the wake of the Columbine High
School mass shooting, the presence of video sur-
veillance cameras allowed the post-hoc review of
the grisly details of the shooting, but clearly did not
contribute to the prevention of violence. In order
for surveillance cameras to be effective, it may well
be necessary to hire staff to monitor the video re-
ceived from those cameras, an additional expense
for those schools choosing to use video cameras. In
the four data-bases searched, there were no pub-
lished evaluations of the use of video surveillance
in school settings, with or without the presence of
additional staff to monitor the video feed.

School Uniforms

The presence of school uniforms has been a fa-
vored response of the Clinton Administration in its
approach to school violence (Smith & Levin, 1997).
Advocates of school uniforms argue that school uni-
forms reduce problems associated with gangs, by
making gang clothing nonexistent in schools, while
reducing the fear of students who must travel through
different gang territories (with associated differences
in gang colors) on their way to school (Cohn,1996).
Others emphasize the contribution school uniforms



make toward increasing school pride and affiliation,
and establishing a calm, businesslike school climate
(Loesch, 1995). Finally, it has been suggested that
school uniforms, especially if the policy is flexibly
implemented, may prove more affordable to parents
than the designer clothing often favored by adoles-
cent students (Holloman, 1995).

There appears to be somewhat more research
support for school uniforms than other security mea-
sures. The Long Beach Unified School District has
informally reported decreases in occurrences of fight-
ing, assaults, robberies, vandalism and weapons
possession as a result of its district-wide implemen-
tation of a school uniform policy (Cohn, 1996), but
there have also been more formal studies of the ef-
fects of school uniforms. Murray (1997) studied the
impact of a district-wide school uniform policy on
school climate in two middle schools in North Caro-
lina. He reported higher student ratings of the quality
of school climate in schools with a uniform policy
on seven of ten dimensions surveyed.

Support for the hypothesis that school uniforms
contribute to a more businesslike school environ-
ment was provided in an experimental study by
Behling (1994). Two hundred and seventy sopho-
mores and 20 teachers were asked to rate their
perceptions of behavior, student achievement, and
academic potential of students pictured as wearing
different styles of dress. Both students and teachers
tended to rate students in uniform, whether formal
or more casual, as better behaved, more academi-
cally successful, and more likely to succeed
academically. The authors suggest that uniform cloth-
ing can induce a halo effect that may induce a more
positive image of school climate. Other survey re-
search, however, suggests that teachers, but not
students, believe that school uniforms have a positive
influence on school safety (Sher, 1996; Stanley, 1996).

Thus, the research on school uniforms is some-
what stronger than other measures typically
associated with a zero tolerance approach, though
by no means comprehensive. Teachers and admin-
istrators clearly believe that uniforms contribute to
school safety by creating a calmer and more busi-
nesslike school atmosphere. although it is unclear
whether students share these beliefs. As yet, how-
ever, there are insufficient data to assess the extent
to which these beliefs will translate into decreases
in school disruption and violence.
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Overall Effectiveness of School Security
Measures

In addition to these reports on specific security
measures, there are a limited number of more
comprehensive investigations. These broad scale
studies appear to raise troubling questions about
the effectiveness of school security measures.

The most comprehensive data on school secu-
rity approaches used as a component of zero
tolerance appear to be the National Center on Edu-
catjon Statistics study of school violence (Heaviside,
et al,, 1998). The NCES survey asked principals to
identify which of a number of possible components
of a zero tolerance strategy (e.g., metal detectors,
security guards, school uniforms) were employed at
their school. Of schools with no reported crime, only
5% of principals reported moderate or stringent se-
curity measures; in contrast, 39% of schools with
serious violent crimes reported using moderate to
stringent security.

More sophisticated analysis of national data-bases
has yielded evidence of a similar relationship be-
tween reliance on physical security and increased
risk of school violence. Mayer and Leone (1999) re-
analyzed data from the 1995 School Crime
Supplement to the National Crime Victimization Sur-
vey, comprised of 9,854 interviews of students aged
12 to 19 throughout the United States. Students were
interviewed regarding their personal knowledge and
experience with violence, their perceptions of school
rules, and their fear of being victimized. Results of
structural modeling analyses suggested that reliance
on rules was more effective in reducing school vio-
lence than were school security measures. Perceived
enforcement and awareness of school rules was as-
sociated with decreased student reports of school
violence. In contrast, school security measures,
whether person-based or technology-based, were
associated with increased reports of school violence.
Increased reliance on strategies such as security
guards, metal detectors, and locker searches tended
to be associated with greater student experience with
violence, and greater student fear of violence.

From one perspective, the relationships between
school violence and increased use of security mea-
sures are unsurprising. Unsafe schools might well
be expected to employ more extreme measures. Yet
these data might also be interpreted as providing no



suppont for the hypothesis that security measures
increase school safety: in both of these studies,
schools that rely more heavily on school security
measures continue to be less safe than those with-
out such policies. Together with the notable absence
of data evaluating the effectiveness of any individual
security measure, these findings strongly suggest that
there is as yet no solid evidence that such measures
contribute to a safer school environment. The next
section turns to a consideration of the data for strat-
egies even more central to zero tolerance discipline:
suspension and expulsion.

SuSPENSION AND ExpPuLSION:
THE CORNERSTONE OF ZERO TOLERANCE

The use of school exclusion, suspension and ex-
pulsion, is a cornerstone of zero tolerance policy:
one-year expulsions are written into federal and state
regulations regarding zero tolerance. Applications
of zero tolerance have dramatically increased school
suspension and expulsion in school districts through-
out the country (Civil Rights Project, 1999; Cummins,
1998; Seymour, 1999b).

What do we know of the effects and side-effects
of school suspension and expulsion? In contrast to
the paucity of research regarding school security mea-
sures, there has been a fairly substantial body of
research that has emerged in recent years regarding
school exclusion. In at least one area, the use of
suspension with minority students, a sizable research
base has produced consistent findings for over 25
years. In general, these data may raise troubling
questions concerning the consistency, fairness, and
effectiveness of school suspension and expulsion
as disciplinary tools.

How are Suspension and Expulsion Used?

One would expect that suspension and expul-
sion, as more severe consequences, would tend to
be reserved for more serious infractions. Yet zero
tolerance policies that seek to punish all behaviors
severely may 1o some extent have erased the notion
of a graduated set of consequences geared to the
severity of behavior. How frequently are suspen-
sion and expulsion used, and in response 10 what
behaviors?

While more controversial, school expulsion ap-
pears 1o be used relatively infrequently as compared
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1o other disciplinary options (Sinclair, 1999). In one
of the few studies examining school expulsion,
Morrison and D'Incau (1997) reported that expul-
sion appears to be reserved for incidents of moderate
to high severity, although there is some doubt as to
whether students who are expelled are always those
who are the most troublesome or dangerous. Zero
tolerance policies, mandating expulsion for certain
types of events, have apparently led to the expul-
sion of many children and youth who would be
considered “good students.”

Suspension, in contrast, is among the most widely
used disciplinary techniques (Bowditch, 1993;
Mansfield & Farris, 1992; Rose, 1988; Skiba et al.,
1997; Uchitelle, Bartz, & Hillman, 1989). In one
midwestern city, one third of all referrals to the of-
fice resulted in a one to five day suspension, and
21% of all enrolled students were suspended at least
once during the school year (Skiba et al., 1997). Sus-
pension appears to be used with greater frequency
in urban areas than in suburban or rural areas (Mas-
sachusetts Advocacy Center, 1986; Wu et al., 1982).

As might be expected with such high rates of us-
age, school suspension is not always reserved for
serious or dangerous behaviors. Fights or physical
aggression among students are consistently found
to be among the most common reasons for suspen-
sion (Costenbader & Markson, 1994; Dupper &
Bosch, 1996; Imich, 1994; Menacker, Hurwitz, &
Weldon, 1994; Skiba et al., 1997). Yet school sus-
pension is also commonly used for a number of
relatively minor offenses, such as disobedience and
disrespect (Bain & MacPherson, 1990; Cooley, 1995;
Skiba et al., 1997), atendance problems (Kaeser,
1979; Morgan D’Atrio et al., 1996), and general class-
room disruption (Imich, 1994; Massachussetts
Advocacy Center, 1986; Morgan D’Atrio et al., 1996).
In fact, students are suspended for the most serious
offenses (drugs, weapons, vandalism, assaults on
teachers) relatively infrequently (Bain & MacPherson,
1990; Dupper & Bosch, 1996; Kaeser, 1979).

Consistency and Fairness of School
Discipline

Common sense notions of justice demand that
punishments in school or society be administered
fairly and consistently. While it is not unreasonable
that discipline policies will viry somewhat from
school to school, in general, it is reasonable to ex-



pect that students will be disciplined in response to
their behavior, not because of idiosyncratic charac-
teristics of their school or classroom.

There can be little doubt that certain students are
at a2 much greater risk for office referral and school
suspension, and account for a disproportionate share
of disciplinary effort. Wu et al. (1982) reported that
students who were suspended were more likely to
endorse statements indicating an antisocial attitude.
Students who engage in harassment, bullying, or vio-
lent behavior appear to be at greater risk of future
disciplinary action (Tobin, Sugai, & Colvin, 1996).
Some students clearly account for a disproportion-
ate share of disciplinary effort; in one study in 19
middle schools in a large midwestern urban district,
6% of students were responsible for 44% of all refer-
rals to the office (Skiba et al., 1997).

Yet school disciplinary actions cannot be ac-
counted for solely in terms of student behaviors,
but are also a function of classroom and school char-
acteristics. Skiba et al. (1997) reported that, in one
middle school, two thirds of all disciplinary referrals
came from 25% of the school's teachers. School
factors also strongly influence rates of suspension.
In multivariate analyses of factors predicting suspen-
sion, Wu and colleagues (1982) found that school
suspension rate was associated with a number of
school and district characteristics, including teacher
attitudes, administrative centralization, quality of
school governance, teacher perception of student
achievement, and racial makeup of the school. To-
gether, these school characteristics explained a
greater proportion of the variance in school suspen-
sion than student attitudes and behavior, prompting
the investigators to conclude:

One could argue from this finding that if stu-
dents are interested in reducing their chances
of being suspended, they will be better off by
transferring to a school with a lower suspen-
sion rate than by improving their attitudes or
reducing their misbehavior (Wu et al., 1982, pp.
255-256).

Racial Fairness in School Punishments

The suit brought by the Reverend Jesse Jackson
and Operation PUSH on behalf of seven African-
American students expelled for two yeuars by the
Decatur Public Schools represents the most publi-
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cized incident to date involving racial
disproportionality in school discipline. Yet minority
over-representation in school punishments is by no
means a new issue. Both racial and economic bi-
ases in school suspension and expulsion have been
studied extensively for over 25 years, with highly
consistent results.

Disproportionality Due to Socioeconomic Status

Studies of school suspension have consistently
documented over-representation of low-income stu-
dents in the use of that consequence (Brantlinger,
1991; Skiba et al., 1997; Wu et al., 1982). Brantlinger
(1991) reported that both high- and low-income ado-
lescents felt that disciplinary practices were unfairly
weighted against poor students. While high-income
students were more likely to reccive more mild and
moderate consequences (e.g., teacher lecture, mov-
ing desk), low-income students reported receiving
more severe consequences, sometimes delivered in
a less-than-professional manner (e.g., scorned in
front of class, made to stand in hall all day, personal
belongings searched).

Racial Disproportionality in Discipline

Of even greater concern is the overrepresentation
of minorities, especially African-American students,
in the use of punitive school discipline. In one of
the earliest statistical studies of minority
overrepresentation in school discipline, the
Children's Defense Fund (1975), using Office for Civil
Rights (OCR) data, found rates of suspension for
black students that were between two and three
times higher than suspension rates for white stu-
dents at the elementary, middle, and high school
levels. While 29 states suspended over 5 percent of
their total black enrollment, only four states sus-
pended over 5 percent of white students.

Since that report, racial disproportionality in the
use of school suspension has been a highly consis-
tent finding (Costenbader & Markson, 1994;
Glackman et al., 1978; Kaeser, 1979; Lietz & Gre-
gory, 1978; Masssachussetts Advocacy Center, 1986;
McCarthy & Hoge. 1987; McFadden, Marsh, Price, &
Hwang, 1992; Skiba et al., 1997; Tavlor & Foster,
1986; Thornton & Trent, 1988; Wu et al.. 1982). Black
students are also exposed more frequently to more
punitive disciplinary strategies, such as corporal pun-
ishment (Gregory, 1995; Shaw & Braden, 1990), and



receive fewer mild disciplinary sanctions when re-
ferred for an infraction (McFadden et al., 1992). In a
report on Tennessee schools’ zero tolerance polices
for 1997 (Tailor & Detch, 1998), the Tennessee Of-
fice of Education Accountability found overrepresen-
tation of African American students in zero
tolerance-related expulsions in the state’s urban
school systems. In the most recent study of racial
disproportionality in discipline, the Applied Research
Center of Oakland, California reported higher than
expected rates of suspension and expulsion for black
students in all 15 major American cities studied (Gor-
don, Piana, & Keleher, 2000).

One possible explanation of racial overrepresenta-
tion in school suspension is that overuse of
suspension for black students is not racial bias per
se, but is rather a corollary of the documented
disproportionality in discipline for students from
lower socioeconomic backgrounds. Yet race appears
to make a contribution to disciplinary outcome in-
dependent of socioeconomic status. Controlling for
socioeconomic status, Wu et al. (1982) reported that
nonwhite students still received significantly higher
rates of suspension than white students in all lo-
cales except rural senior high schools.

There is, of course, the possibility that the higher
rates of school exclusion and punishment for Afri-
can-American students are due to correspondingly
high rates of disruptive behavior. In such a case,
disproportionality in suspension or other punish-
ments would not represent racial bias, but a relatively
appropriate response to disproportionate misbehav-
ior. Yet investigations of student behavior, race, and
discipline have found no evidence that African Ameri-
cans misbehave at a significantly higher rate
(McCarthy & Hoge, 1987; Wu et al., 1982). If any-
thing, available research suggests that black students
tend to receive harsher punishments than white stu-
dents, and that those harsher consequences may be
administered for less severe offenses (McFadden et
al,, 1992; Shaw & Braden, 1992). In an analysis of
the reasons middle school students in one urban
district were referred to the office, white students
were more often referred for vandalism, smoking,
endangerment, obscene language, and drugs and
alcohol. In contrast, black students were more often
referred to the school office for loitering, disrespect,
excessive noise, threats, and a catch-all category
called conduct interference (Skiba, 1998). Thus, far
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from engaging in higher levels of disruptive behav-
ior, African-American students appear to be at risk
for receiving a range of more severe consequences
for less serious behavior.

These results are consistent with suggestions that
cultural discontinuities may place African-American
students, especially African-American male adoles-
cents, at a disadvantage in many secondary schools.
Townsend (2000) suggests that many teachers, es-
pecially those of European-American origin, may be
unfamiliar and even uncomfortable with the more
active and boisterous style of interaction that char-
acterizes African American males. Fear may also play
a role in contributing to over-referral. Teachers who
are prone to accepting stereotypes of adolescent Af-
rican-American males as threatening or dangerous
may react more quickly to relatively minor threats to
authority, especially if such fear is paired with a mis-
understanding of cultural norms of social interaction.

Whatever the reason, racial disparities in school
exclusion are not lost on students of color. Sheets
(1996) interviewed students and teachers in an ur-
ban- high school concerning their perceptions of
school discipline. Both European-American and eth-
nically diverse students perceived sources of racism
in the application of discipline. But while European
American students perceived racial discrimination in
discipline as unintentional or unconscious, students
of color saw it as conscious and deliberate, arguing
that teachers often apply classroom rules and guide-
lines arbitrarily to exercise control, or to remove
students they dislike. In particular, African Ameri-
can students felt that contextual variables, such as a
lack of respect, differences in communication styles,
disinterest on the part of teachers, and “being pur-
posefully pushed to the edge where they were expected
and encouraged to be hostile” (Sheets, p. 175) were
the primary causes of many disciplinary conflicts.

Suspension and Expulsion: How Effective?

In 1999, the U. S. Department of Education re-
leased its Report on State Implementation of the
Gun-Free Schools Act: School Year 1997-98 (Sinclair.
1999). The report focused on expulsions of students
in 50 states and territories for bringing a weapon 10
school (the report did not include data on expul-
sions of students for offenses other than weapons).
Of the 3,390 weapons-related expulsions reported
for the 1997-98 school year, 61% were for handguns,
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7% for rifles, and 32% for “other firearms; * the ma-
jority of reported expulsions (57%) occurred at the
high school level. The number of reported expul-
sions for weapons showed an apparent decrease,
from 5,724 in 1996-97 to 3,930 in 1997-98. The re-
port cautions that the decrease may be due to
differences in reporting across the two years, but
also suggests that several states felt that “students
were getting the message that they were not to bring
firearms to school and that, as a result, fewer students
were expelled for this offense” (Sinclair, 1999, p. 4).

Even accepting the veracity of the data, how-
ever, it remains very much unclear what increases
or decreases in recovered weapons or expulsions
mean in terms of evaluating overall school safety.
Reports on zero tolerance programs have cited both
increases (Crosby, 1994b) and decreases (Barzewski,
1997; Ginsberg & Loffredo, 1993) in weapons con-
fiscation and expulsion as evidence of effectiveness.
Trends in school expulsion represent an especially
ambiguous measure. Although sometimes cited as
evidence that a school or a district is “cracking down”
on disruptive students, increased expulsion within
a school or school district may well be indicative of
a negative trend in school safety. Ultimately, increases
or decreases in weapons confiscation or expulsion
are meaningful measures of safety only if paired with
direct measures of violence, disruption, or student
misbehavior.

Unfortunately, there appears to be little evidence,
direct or indirect, supporting the effectiveness of sus-
pension or expulsion for improving student behavior
or contributing to overall school safety. While there
appear to be no investigations that have directly stud-
ied the effects of school exclusion on student
behavior or school safety in general, indirect data
suggest that suspension may be ineffective for those
students most often targeted for disciplinary conse-
quences.  Studies of school suspension have
consistently found that up to 40% of school suspen-
sions are due to repeat offenders (Bowditch, 1993;
Costenbader & Markson, 1994; Massachussetts Ad-
vocacy Center, 1986), suggesting that this segment
of the school population is decidedly not “getting
the message.” Indeed, Tobin et al. (1996) found that,
for some students, suspension is primarily a predic-
tor of further suspension, prompting the authors to
conclude that for these students “suspension func-
tions as a reinforcer.. rather than as a punisher” (p. 91).
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Long-term outcomes associated with suspension
appear to be even less reassuring. Analysis of data
from the national High School and Beyond survey
revealed that 31% of sophomores who dropped out
of school had been suspended, as compared to a
suspension rate of only 10% for their peers who had
stayed in school (Ekstrom, Goeriz, Pollack, & Rock,
1986). In a similar re-analysis reported by Wehlage
and Rutter (1986), discipline emerged as part of a
constellation of factors, along with poor academics
and low SES, predicting school dropout. Among
these variables, prior engagement with school disci-
pline was among the strongest predictors of dropout.

Indeed, the relationship between school suspen-
sion and school dropout may not be entirely
accidental. Ethnographic field studies of school dis-
cipline have noted that disciplinarians in troubled
urban schools often view their role in large measure
as dealing with persistent “troublemakers” who chal-
lenge the institution’s authority (Bowditch, 1993).
Over time, as such students develop a reputation,
disciplinary contacts afford administrators the op-
portunity to rid the school of its most troublesome
students:

In this high school, the practice of cleansing the
school of ‘bad kids’ was quite widely acknowl-
edged and equally appreciated by administrators,
teachers, and counselors. Criticisms of the prac-
tice were voiced rarely, quietly, and
confidentially behind closed doors. (Fine, 1986,
p. 403)

In such a context, suspension often becomes a
“pushout” tool to encourage low-achieving students
and those viewed as “troublemakers” 1o leave school
before graduation.

Research from the field of developmental psycho-
pathology may shed additional light on the
relationship between suspension and school drop-
out. Throughout the elementary school years,
students at-risk for developing antisocial behavior
exhibit disruptive behavior and social and academic
deficits that leave them increasingly alienated from
teachers and peers (Patterson, 1992). By middle
school, these youngsters become less interested in
school and begin to seek the company of other an-
tisocial peers. At the same time, their families often
fail to monitor their whercabouts, allowing more
unsupervised time on the streets (Ramsey, Walker,



Shinn, & O’Neill, 1989). For an adolescent at-risk for
antisocial behavior then, it seems unlikely that school
suspension will successfully impact behavior. Rather,
suspension may simply accelerate the course of de-
linquency by providing a troubled youth with little
parental supervision more opportunities to socialize
with deviant peers. As one student put it:

When they suspend you, you get in more
trouble, cuz you're out in the street...And that’s
what happened to me once. 1 got into trouble
one day cause there was a party and they ar-
rested everybody in that party...] got in trouble
more than I get in trouble at school, because I got
arrested and everything. (Thorson, 1996, p. 9)

In summary, school suspension and expulsion ap-
pear to be effective primarily in removing unwanted
students from school. For troublesome or at-risk stu-
dents, the most well-documented outcome of
suspension appears to be further suspension, and
eventually school dropout.

There may well be unanticipated social costs to
this spiral of school exclusion. Research in the field
of juvenile delinquency suggests that the strength
of the school social bond is an important predictor
in explaining delinquency (Jenkins, 1997). From a
developmental standpoint, one might well question
the wisdom of school disciplinary strategies that are
expressly intended to break that bond with trouble-
some students.

Unintended Consequences of Punishment:
Student Behavioral and Emotional
Reactions

As noted, student perceptions of the effective-
ness of various school disciplinary actions are often
significantly at odds with the perceptions of teach-
ers and administrators. While school personnel see
school disruption as primarily a student choice and
discipline as a reaction to that choice, students, es-
pecially at-risk students, often see confrontational
classroom management or school disciplinary strat-
egies as playing a significant role in escalating student
misbehavior. Gottredson (1989) reported that stu-
dents viewed most disciplinary problems as resulting
from rules that were unjust or unfairly applied. In
particular, students who are already at-risk for dis-
ruption may see confrontational discipline as a
challenge 1o escalate their behavior. As one student
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interviewed by Thorson (1996) while in detention
put it:
I figure if I'm going to get in trouble, I'm gonna
annoy him as much as I can. I'm already going
to get in trouble, he deserve it, if he gonna keep
singling me out, so I get on his nerves!...If you
know you're already getting in trouble, why shut
up?” (p. 6).
Shores, Gunter, & Jack (1993) argue that this counter-
reaction to coercive disciplinary or behavior
management strategies may be fairly typical, and
suggest that punishment-based approaches to
school discipline may escalate rather than deter
school disruption.

Beyond resentment and counter-coercion among
students, there is some evidence that the more in-
trusive school security measures, such as strip
searches or the use of undercover agents in schools,
have the potential for creating short- or even long-
term emotional damage among students. Case studies
of students who had been subjected to such prac-
tices suggest that reactions of anger and acting-out
are not uncommon. In some cases, extreme school
disciplinary procedures such as strip search have pro-
duced stress symptoms serious enough to warrant a
diagnosis of posttraumatic stress disorder (Hyman &
Perone, 1998).

Many of these unintended effects on students may
simply reflect the consistent findings of operant psy-
chology that the application of punishment is
unpredictable, and unlikely to lead to the learning
of new behavior (Council for Exceptional Children,
1991; Skinner, 1953). A host of serious side-effects
have been documented in the professional litera-
ture on punishment (Axelrod & Apsche, 1983;
MacMillan, Forness, & Trumball, 1973; Wood &
Braaten, 1983), including escape and counter-aggres-
sion, habituation to progressively stiffer
consequences, and reinforcement of the punishing
agent. Unless carefully monitored and accompanied
by positive consequences or alternative goals, the
application of harsh consequences appears to be as
likely to lead to escape or counter-aggression as to
meaningful alternative behavior (Axelrod & Apsche,
1983). The appropriate application of consequences
at opportune moments is certainly one tool for teach-
ing students that actions have consequences in a
lawful society. Yet it is clear that the school punish-
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ments that are central to zero tolerance policies have
not been studied enough to determine whether they
yield benefits sufficient to outweigh the well-docu-
mented and troubling side-effects of punishment
procedures.

CoNcLusions

It is important to note that these analyses are in
no way intended as a criticism of school administra-
tors faced with complex and serious choices in
responding to school violence. The brutal events
that overtook suburban and rural schools in the late
*'90’s have shattered the common belief that school
violence is solely an urban problem, confined to
bad neighborhoods and dysfunctional families in the
inner-city (Prothrow-Stith & Weissman,1991). Teach-
ers, administrators and parents were, in the space of
days and weeks, forced to the anxiety-charged real-
ization that “it can happen here.” Unprepared for
serious violence, yet under intense pressure to do
something, it is unsurprising that administrators
choose remedies, such as zero tolerance and secu-
rity technology, that they perceive as fast-acting.
There are few who would disagree with the propo-
sition that schools must take all possible actions to
demonstrate their seriousness in deterring violence.
Indeed, it is hard to argue with the stated goal of
zero tolerance: to send a message that certain be-
haviors are simply not acceptable in school.

It is not the goals of zero tolerance, however, but
more often the methods of its implementation that
create controversy in schools and communities.
There are few newspaper editorials condemning
schools and school boards for expelling a student
who carried a knife to school for the sole purpose
of auacking another student. But the classic zero
tolerance strategy of punishing minor or even trivial
events severely, or dramatically extending the length
of school suspension or expulsion, has led to cries
of injustice across the country.

Inevitably, harsher punishments pit proponents
of a strong zero tolerance stance against civil rights
advocates. Itis not surprising that organizations from
both ends of the political spectrum-the American
Civil Liberties Union and the conservative Ruther-
ford Institute-have focusced on civil rights concerns
in defending students caught in the “web of zero
tolerance” (Morrison & D’'Incau, 1997). Inevitably,
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plaintiffs against school districts claim their rights
were violated by standard policies that allow for little
or no flexibility in implementation. Defenders of the
policies point to the larger threat posed by serious
violence in our nation’s schools, suggesting that civil
rights violations may be an unfortunate but necessary
compromise to ensure the safety of school environ-
ments.

Unfortunately, however, this latter argument is
made somewhat moot by the almost complete lack
of documentation linking zero tolerance with im-
proved school safety. Despite more than ten years
of implementation, there have been only a handful
of studies evaluating the outcomes of security mea-
sures. Of these, only school uniform research appears
to have enough support to be considered even prom-
ising in contributing to perceptions of safer school
environments. The most extensive studies (Heaviside
et al.,, 1998; Mayer & Leone, 1999) suggest a nega-
tive relationship between school security measures
and school safety. At this point in time, there is little
or no evidence supporting assertions that school
security technology can contribute to the reduction
of school violence.

Data on the centerpiece of zero tolerance ap-
proaches, suspension and expulsion, are both more
extensive and less supportive. Analysis of school
referral data confirms the perceptions of school per-
sonnel that a relatively small proportion of students
may be responsible for much of the disruption and
violence in a given school. Yet the contribution of
student behavior to suspension or expulsion deci-
sions is swamped by inconsistencies in
administration at both the classroom and school
level. More importantly for at-risk students, the most
consistently documented outcome of suspension and
expulsion appears to be further suspension and ex-
pulsion, and perhaps school dropout. These
relationships are especially troubling in light of the
highly consistent overuse of punishment for Afri-
can-American students, an overrepresentation that
cannot be explained away by behavior or the ef-
fects of poverty.

Since the publication of A Nation ai Risk (Na-
tional Commission on Excellence in Education,
1984), accounitability of instruction has become a
national priority. State minimum competency tests,
designed to ensure academic accountability, have
become almost universal. In such a context, national



support for a school disciplinary policy that has pro-
vided so little evidence of effectiveness is, at the
very least, surprising. Without accountability data
for evaluating school discipline, there is no assur-
ance that the extensive national commitment of time
and resources to zero tolerance strategies has in any
way paid off. Indeed, there is the danger that reli-
ance upon the more complex and costly of these
measures may drain resources from potentially more
effective long-term solutions.

Recent public reaction to school safety and school
disciplinary issues may suggest that the public is no
longer comfortable with a forced choice between
school safety and civil rights. In recent media ac-
counts, parental and community reaction to zero
tolerance appears to fall into two divergent and
equally vocal responses. In North Hollywood, Cali-
fornia, 500 parents packed the auditorium of Grant
High School to demand reassurance from the school
board concerning the safety of their children in the
wake of a lunchroom brawl between Latino and
Armenian students (Blankstein, 1999). Meanwhile,
in Hartford, Wisconsin, 550 parents and community
members crowded a meeting of their school board
to voice their opposition to zero tolerance policies
mandating expulsion for drug and alcohol offenses.
Said one parent, “To me, expulsion is not sharing
responsibility. It’s getting rid of the problem.” (Davis,
1999, p. 1. Together, these incidents suggest that
the community is seeking school disciplinary strate-
gies that can ensure school safety without sacrificing
civil rights. In response to these pressures, some
districts have begun to replace strict one-size-fits-all
models with more graduated systems of discipline
in which severe consequences are reserved for the
most serious offenses, while less serious offenses
are met with more moderate responses.

To differentiate the approach from zero wlerance,
these graduated response alternatives might well be
termed an early response model of school discipline
(Skiba & Peterson, 2000). This perspective shares
with zero tolerance the philosophical stance that mi-
nor disruption will, if left unattended, predict more
serious disruption and violence. In conirast 10 zero
tolerance, however, an early response model relies
upon a graduated system of consequences that en-
courages a more moderate response to less serious
behavior. The models differ also in their goals. While
zero tolerance intends to set an example for poten-
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tial wrongdoers through harsh punishment, the goal
of early response is to ensure that minor incidents
are defused before escalating into more serious of-
fenses, and in the long-term, to teach all students
appropriate alternatives to disruption and violence
for resolving personal and interpersonal problems.
Toward that end, alternatives to zero tolerance shift
the temporal locus of disciplinary effort from reac-
tion to comprehensive preventive efforts.
Professional opinion (APA, 1993; Dwyer et al., 1998;
Skiba & Peterson, 2000; Walker et al., 1996) has be-
gun to coalesce around a primary prevention model
of school violence prevention emphasizing simulta-
neous intervention at each of three levels: creating
a more positive school climate, attending to early
warning signs, and effectively responding to disrup-
tion and violence with a broad array of strategies.
Yet consensus at the level of scholarly discourse
in no way guarantees either an immediate or long-
term shift in school practice. Faced with a choice
between established but unproven practice and
promising but emergent interventions for address-
ing school violence, many school disciplinarians may
be reluctant to part with the sole tool they are famil-
iar with, whether or not that tool is truly effective.
Regardless of its actual value in maintaining order,
the idea of zero tolerance is powerfully symbolic,
reassuring staff, students and the community that
something is being done (Noguera, 1995). Until
school administrators become convinced of the effi-
cacy and the feasibility of alternatives to suspension
and expulsion, there is little likelihood that there
will be a wholesale abandonment of exclusionary
discipline. Research on effective preventive alterna-
tives such as bullying prevention, conflict resolution/
peer mediation, improved classroom behavior man-
agement, and early identification and intervention
is thus critical in order to assist schools in develop-
ing sound alternatives to exclusionary discipline.
The dilemma of zero tolerance is profound and
serious. One can in no way question the motives or
sincerity of those who have drawn a baule line
against violence in the schools. Yet however well-
meaning those policies have been, the pages of
national newspapers have been littered with the
wreckage of young lives changed, perhaps irrevo-
cably, by policies whose primary aim is to send a
message 1o more serious offenders. Nor has it been
substantiated that the antisocial and violent youth



who are the intended targets of zero tolerance have
in any way received its message. The tragic violence
that has befallen both urban and rural schools makes
it incumbent upon educators to explore all avail-
able means to protect the safety of students and
teachers. Yet faced with an almost complete lack of
evidence that zero tolerance is among the strategies
capable of accomplishing that objective, one can only
hope for the development and application of more
effective, less intrusive alternatives for preserving
the safety of our nation’s schools.
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In Classroom Discipline, a
Soft Approach Is Harder
Than It Looks

Restorative justice has been credited with slowing
the "school-to-prison pipeline!” Here's how to ensure
it fulfills that promise.

By Ruben Brosbe
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It was just a regular morning in my classroom in Manhattan’s Hamilton
Heights neighborhood. My third graders were heading back to their seats
for math when John “accidentally” hit a classmate with a chair. John loudly
and indignantly denied it.

I found myself faced with a few different responsibilities. I needed to send a
message to John (not his real name) that this behavior was not acceptable.

I also needed to let his classmate know that I would stand up for his safety.
Finally, I wanted to let John know that I cared about him and trusted him
(even though he’s very “accident prone™).

~ I'suggested John take a break in our classroom’s “relaxing area,” a message

to calm down so we could resolve the issue. This made John feel punished
and under attack, so he gave me the middle finger and walked out the door.

According to the New York City Department of Education’s (DOE) Code of
Conduct and Discipline, John’s behavior could be classified a few different
ways. Since this wasn’t his first offense, one option was to remove him from
my classroom for one to three days—in other words, give him a Principal’s
Suspension.

This is a natural inclination for many teachers. Some opt to suspend a
student based on their own schooling experiences, while others have run
out of patience and ideas. In either case, most teachers use suspensions to
send a clear message that an inviolable line has been crossed. But I found
myself at a crossroads.

I asked myself whether a suspension would be the right consequence for
John, or any other student that struggles to meet the behavioral
expectations placed on them. I needed a serious intervention for John,
because my other approaches—like giving him extra attention and creating
an individualized behavior plan—weren’t working. I also needed to
safeguard the learning of John’s classmates. Still, I knew a suspension for
John could likely do more harm than good.

Recently, growing pressure has mounted to decrease, if not eliminate, the
number of suspensions in schools. The frightening correlation between
suspensions, dropouts, and incarcerations— particularly of Black and
Latino youth—has been framed as the school-to-prison pipeline.
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In response, the city announced School Climate Reforms this February,
intended to promote “dignity and fairness” in schools. Included in this
initiative is a $1.2 million commitment to expand restorative justice
practices, or practices that try to repair whatever is broken.

Restorative justice gained attention recently in response to the overreach, if
not outright failure, of zero tolerance polices popularized in classrooms in
the 1990s. Within the restorative framework, students who misbehave
participate in one of several possible activities. There may be a community
circle, collaborative negotiation, peer mediation, or a formal restorative
conference. These activities are intended to build community, trust, and
confidence.

However, despite being a worthy effort, money alone will not ensure the success of
restorative justice efforts for New York City’s one million students. Rather, 70,000
teachers like me will need to know that it’s an effort worth undertaking—and be

offered ongoing support to implement it properly.

Teachers tend to filter schooling through their own experiences as students
—which often included suspension as a disciplinary measure. In addition to
changing entrenched mindsets, restorative justice efforts will require
intensive training for all school staff, including guidance counselors and
school safety officers. Most importantly, it needs to legitimately help us be
more effective teachers, and not just create a new metric to track.
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What would restorative look like with my student John? A group—Ilikely
comprising John, me, some of John’s classmates, and a facilitator (which
my school does not have) —would come together to talk through John’s
actions. Together with John, we would create a plan to repair the harm.

With behavior like bullying or fighting, this may still result in a suspension.
The difference, however, would be an intentional effort to discuss the root
cause of John’s behavior and develop a shared plan to reduce future
incidents. For example, if John’s behavior flared up during reading lessons,
I would be responsible for planning specific supports to deal with his
frustrations with this subject.

This approach to discipline has been credited in part or full for reducing
suspensions by as much as 50%. According to a case study by UC Berkeley
School of Law, restorative justice also helped students assume greater
autonomy and responsibility.

Steven Brady, an assistant principal at East Bronx Academy for the Future,
where restorative justice practices have been in place for three years,
echoed this statement. In addition to helping students through conflicts,
Brady said that restorative justice “allows the students to learn to become
great listeners. It has become a maturing process as well.”
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Some educators question whether restorative justice is truly disciplining
the problem behaviors as effectively as suspensions, or if it is just a touchy-
feely “talking circle...where [kids] can discuss their feelings.” In other
words, does restorative justice send the message that disruptive behavior is
acceptable?

For teachers, every reaction (or lack thereof) to student behavior sends an
implicit message. It’s a constant push and pull in my own mind. Should I
sweat the small stuff, like when my third graders don’t bother to put caps
back on markers? Or should I chalk it up to typical eight-year-old behavior?

The weight of a teacher’s choice is much heavier when dealing with bullying
or cursing in the classroom. Most teachers, including myself, fret over the
message a student might receive when they “get away with something.”
However, at a recent workshop on restorative justice, the facilitator
reframed the issue: “What type of message are you sending [to a student] if
you say you are not a part of this community because of their behavior?”

This implicit message is that some children—predominantly boys of color—are
unwelcome in public schools. This is what scholars and activist groups like the
Dignity in Schools Campaign believe drives the connection between suspensions,
dropout rates, and too often, prison.

Jamaal Bowman, principal of Cornerstone Academy for Social Action
(CASA) Middle School in the Bronx, instituted restorative justice at his
school in 2009, largely to curtail the dropout rate. “Children are already
alienated and disengaged from adults,” Bowman wrote to me. “Students
come with a lot of baggage, so we have to be sensitive to [their] holistic
needs.”

During the initial transition to restorative justice, CASA still relied heavily
on suspensions to address, in Bowman’s words, a “particularly
rambunctious student body.” Six years later, the school has cut suspensions
by two-thirds. It no longer uses suspensions for insubordination, which is
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particularly important because nationally, “willful defiance” is the most

racially disproportionate cause for suspension.

Bowman believes the restorative justice effort is a still work in progress.
Some teachers want to continue relying on suspensions because they don’t
feel like they can address misbehavior effectively any other way. Bowman
recognizes that these teachers still need more handholding to successfully

implement restorative practices.

The city plans to expand restorative approaches to a hundred New York
City schools by September 2015. CASA’s experience seems to be a clear sign

that the DOE’s goal will be a heavy lift.
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In a March 25th testimony to the New York City Council’s Education
Committee, high school student Onyx Walker spoke about his school’s
attempt to implement peer mediation. A teacher at Walker’s school
launched this program, but due to other professional duties and a lack of

funding, the program quietly folded.
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There is a growing grassroots effort that advocates for training and
additional support when implementing restorative practices. Activist group
Teachers Unite is calling for a restorative justice coordinator position in all
schools, along with changes in the discipline code and significant
investment in professional development.

A standalone position like this would cost at least $40,000 per school,
substantially more than the DOE’s current budget could afford. However,
this position would provide crucial on-site support to make sure teachers
have the time and coaching to make practices like restorative circles
happen.

At this point, the DOE has, for the most part, only trained teachers in
creating community circles. These circles don’t help teachers to “respond
to harm,” like cursing, fighting or bullying. Furthermore, teachers receive
little in the way of continued education of this practice. If teachers are
expected to use restorative justice approaches in place of suspensions, but
aren’t given all of the tools, it will doom this promising idea to failure.

I teach at a small school where we don’t even have a full-time guidance
counselor. To run a restorative intervention we would need somebody—a
counselor, dean or assistant principal —to facilitate. Currently, when
students like John experience a crisis, it’s left to teachers to resolve them
the best we can. When we run out of ideas, suspension sometimes seems
like all that’s left.

I want to stop John from hurting others, but not by suspending him. I don’t know

how to keep him in the classroom and continue with my lessons. In the current

system, I feel stuck between sending a message that his behavior must change and a

message that he is welcome and valued in my classroom.

For restorative justice to succeed, teachers like me need to see that it offers
an opportunity to send both messages at once. We will also need the
support to fully realize this opportunity. This will require a more significant
commitment than one dollar for each of New York City’s public school
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students. It will require the long-term, multi-faceted support that any
worthwhile new practice deserves.

Illustrations by Monica Ramos

Bright is made possible by funding from the New Venture Fund, and is supported
by The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.

hitps://medium.com/brightfin-classroom-discipline-a-soft-approach-is-harder - than-it-looks-3cc043197fbb



From The Challenge of Culture Change: Embedding Restorative Practice in Schools. By
Peta Blood and Margaret Thorsborne

What the process of conferencing has highlighted for schools and practitioners is that
efforts which focus only on reactive responses to wrongdoing have limited impact in
achieving these changes.

. This has allowed a more proactive approach in order to create the best environment for
the development of healthy relationships across the school community, so critical for the
delivery of improved student learning outcomes (See Lingard et al.2002, Blum et al.
2002, and Weare, 2004).

Schools practising a restorative philosophy have discovered that most of their restorative
activities have fallen within a continuum of practices (Wachtel, 1999)which range from
formal (eg conferencing) to informal responses (circles, classroom and corridor
conferences, peer mediation etc). This continuum assists schools to more effectively
manage conflict and disruptions in corridors, playgrounds and classrooms. These
practices, while extremely effective in their response to wrongdoing, are still reactive.
Effective behaviour management is the result of many interacting and complex factors,
not the least of which are relevant, engaging curriculum and productive pedagogies.
Restorative practice, with its emphasis on relationships, demands that schools attend to
all aspects of the school culture and organisation and that they develop a range of
relational practices that help prevent incidents of inappropriate behaviour from arising in
the first place. To achieve these broader outcomes, we propose an extension of Wachtel’s
continuum of practices to include the relational building activities that need to precede
and complement these practices. This in turn requires a shift away from punitive practice
to a relational approach.

The authors (with a collective experience of 20 years between them in this field) and the
schools they have worked with, have come to the conclusion that, while the
implementation of carefully thought out strategy is vital, one of the critical issues for
successful implementation and sustainability of a restorative philosophy is the realisation
that this means organisational and cultural change.

Briefly, these levels of response form a continuum of responses, based on common
principles. By way of analogy to a health care model, the universal level of intervention
targets all members of the school community through an ‘immunization’ strategy; such
that, all members of the school community develop social and emotional skills to resolve
conflict in caring and respectful ways. The targeted level of intervention addresses
conflict that has become protracted such that it is affecting others within the school
community, as such a third party is often required to help facilitate the process of
reconciliation. The intensive level of intervention typically involves the participation of
an even wider cross section of the school community, including parents, guardians,



social workers, and others who have been affected or need to be involved, when serious
offences occur within the school. A face-to-face restorative justice (community)
conference is a typical example of this level of response. Taken together, these practices
move from proactive to reactive, along a continuum of responses. Movement from one
end of the continuum to the other involves widening the circle of care around
participants. The emphasis is on early intervention through building a strong base at the
primary level, which grounds a normative continuum of responsive regulation across the
school community.

If we are to move beyond restorative practice being seen as a reactive response to
significant issues of harm, then we must focus our attention on preventative and proactive
strategies. It is not our intention to expand on these strategies in further detail here, but it
is clear that any exploration of behaviour management will inevitably lead to discussions
about curriculum and pedagogy.

Understanding the linkages between these three issues will become a critical part of
implementation of restorative practice based on relational values. Proactive responses are
often informed by what is happening within the school environment. Many of the
problems encountered in a typical school day are frequently misdiagnosed if not viewed
through a relational lens and its exploration of factors contributing to relationship
breakdown. For example: problems on playgrounds are often personalised and viewed as
non-compliance by an individual or groups of students. Restorative dialogue with the
‘offending’ parties often reveals factors which can be remedied without resorting to
punishment (eg. a lack of social skills, not knowing the game rules, boredom, poor
allocation of play space or the lack of equipment etc).

Part of the leadership commitment to change must therefore be to provide adequate
resources for high quality ongoing professional development and dialogue. Engaging all
staff at this level and maintaining an ongoing dialogue about the issues which emerge
will assist in the development of a climate of cooperation and collaboration, so necessary
for cultural change.

If we are to heed the lessons of the past decade of pioneering work in schools, then we
must approach the implementation of restorative practices with a broad and deep
understanding of what makes a difference. It is not simply a case of overlaying a justice
model of conferencing and expecting it to work in a school setting. Restorative practice
in schools is much more than conferencing serious misconduct. We are working in a
community that has long term and deep relationships between all its members who need
to co-exist in a healthy way for learning outcomes to be met. This requires a range of
proactive and responsive processes which strengthen relationships and take a relational
approach to problem solving. The implementation of restorative practice risks the fate of
many other well intentioned programs unless we understand what it takes to change the
hearts and minds of our school communities and are prepared to learn from our past.
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DISCIPLINE DISPARITIES: IMYTHS AND FACTS

While the extent of and reasons for disciplinary disparities have been well documented for at least
the last 40 years, a number of inaccurate assumptions and myths remain popular but lack research
support. This fact sheet describes many of the most common claims about disciplinary disparities,
and what research actually says about them.'

MYTHS | FACTS I
Disparities aren’t really due to race, *  Poverty does not fully explain racial disparities (New Research
class, or sexual orientation; they are Brief, p. 2).
% really about the challenges of poverty, * School factors are stronger predictors of disparities than individu-
oy inadequate home lives, and violent al student factors or the reasons students are suspended for (New
8 communities. Research Brief, p. 3).

D
W Racial disparities are really due to * There is no evidence that racial disparities in discipline are due
Q worse behavior among students of to higher rates of misbehavior by Black students (New Research

'm color. Brief, p. 2).

7 E « If anything, those students are punished more severely for similar
S or less serious behaviors than their peers (New Research Brief, p.
(@) 2).

W
o=
Suspension and expulsion are used » Exclusionary discipline is actually used extensively, especially for
infrequently and to prevent or punish Black males: 1/3 to 1/2 of all students will experience at least
series acts of misbehavior. one suspension or expulsion during their K-12 careers; moreover,

nearly 70% of Black males will experience at least one suspension
or expulsion while in school (Policy Brief, p. 2).

e  Suspension is used mostly for non-safety threatening incidents
(Policy Brief, p. 1).

e The greatest disproportionality in discipline for Black students is
based on subjective and relational-based issues such as “defi-
ance” and “disruptive behavior” (Policy Brief, p. 5).
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Disciplinary disparities are evidentonly [+  Disparities have been documented most often for Black students,

for Black students. and are the most extreme for Black males (New Research Brief, p.
2)

e Thereis consistent evidence of disparities for students with dis-
abilities, Native American students, and Hispanic/Latino students
(at the middle and high school level), and emerging evidence of
disparities for LGBT students, girls of color, and English language
learners (New Research Brief, p. 2).

* Most extreme differences are at the intersection of these groups,
e.g., Black males with a disability (Policy Brief, pp. 3-4).




[ MYTHS

While a powerful symbol, there is really no
evidence that the “school-to-prison pipeline”
actually exists.

FACTS

The consequences of school exclusion are devastating—lower
academic achievement, higher truancy, higher dropout, higher
contact with the juvenile justice system, and lower local and state
economic growth. Disparities in discipline mean that certain
students are more likely to experience these negative outcomes
(Policy Brief, pp. 4-5).

Disparities are solely due to individual teachers
and principals

Disparities in discipline are systemic and determined by a number
of policy and practice factors (Overview Brief, p. 2; Interventions
Brief, p. 2).

The context of schooling and conditions for learning—including
policy decisions at the national, state, and local levels; educator
philosophies and practices; and unequal access to quality teach-
ing, a rigorous and meaningful curriculum, and resources—deter-
mine disparities and should be prioritized in disparity reduction
efforts (/nterventions Brief, p. 2).

There is very little schools can do to eliminate
disparities.

There are a number of promising strategies schools can and are

using for disparity reduction, including:

«  Offering supportive relationships among and within school
staff and students, including repairing relationships caused by
misbehavior (Interventions Brief, pp. 3, 8-9),

e Enhancing academic rigor for all students (Interventions Brief,
p. 4),

e Engaging in culturally relevant and responsive instructions
and interactions (Interventions Brief, pp. 4-5),

*  Establishing bias-free classrooms and respectful school envi-
ronments (Interventions Brief, pp. 5-6),

«  Using teacher professional development systems to focus on
improving teacher-student relationships (Interventions Brief,
p. 4),

«  Employing structured decision-making processes to student
threats of violence (Interventions Brief, p. 7), and

¢ Changing disciplinary codes of conduct to be aligned with
positive school climates (Policy Brief, p. 7).

There is really very little community organiza-
tions; advocates; and local, state, and federal
policymakers can do to reduce disparities.

Community leaders and policymakers can demand or require
annual collection of disaggregated disciplinary data be made pub-
licly available (Policy Brief, p. 8).

Policymakers at the local, state, and federal levels can prioritize
financial and human capital resources to approaches that reduce
disparities (Policy Brief, pp. 8-9).

Local community organizations can organize and advocate for
policy and practice changes in their communities, similar to those
occurring in many states and districts across the country (Over-
view Brief, pp. 2-3; Policy Brief, pp. 3, 8).

* Each of the facts is supported by research cited in one of the four Discipline Disparities Collaborative briefing papers, which can be found
online at: rtpcollaborative.indiana.edu. Overview Brief refers to Discipline Disparities Series: Overview (Carter, Fine, & Russell), Interventions
Brief refers to How Educators Can Eradicate Disparities in School Discipline (Gregory, Bell, & Pollock), Policy Brief refers to Eliminating Exces-
sive and Unfair Exclusionary Discipline in Schools (Losen, Hewitt, & Toldson), and New Research Brief refers to New and Developing Research

on Disparities in Discipline (Skiba, Arredondo, & Rausch).
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CONFERENCE FACILITATOR SCRIPT

Questions Only

. Introduce yourself as the facilitator and everyone present
. Welcome everyone and thank people for attending the conference

Agree on guidelines

3. State the purpose of the conference

. Reiterate that conferences are voluntary

5. Questions to person/s who harmed:

* What happened?

* What were you thinking at the time?

* What have your thoughts and feelings been since that time?

* Who do you think has been affected by your actions? In what way?

. Questions to person/s who was/were harmed:

* What was your reaction at the time of the incident?

* How were you impacted?

* How do you feel about what happened?

* What has been the hardest thing for you?

* Howdid your family and friends react when they heard about the
incident?




9. Say to person who harmed:

You have just heard how (b) [name] has been affected by what you did and how
what you did has caused harm. Is there anything you would like to say at this
time?
10. Questions to person/s who was/were harmed:

¢ What would you like to get out of today’s conference? or

*  What do you need to repair the harm/make things right?
»  What do you think needs to happen to make things better?
° [s there anything more you'd like to add?

11. Questions to person/s who harmed:
*  What are your thoughts about this? or

°  What do you think you need to do to make things better?
¢ Would you like to respond to what (b) [name] just shared

* What do you think (b) [name] might need to feel safe again?

You may also ask the person who harmed:

*  What do you think you can you do to repair/make things right?” or

o What do you think you need to do to repair the harm/make things right?
¢ Is there anything more you'd like to add?

12. Question to person/s who was harmed:
* How do you feel about that offer? or
*  What do you think about that?
13. Final question/comment to all participants in the conference:

* Before I prepare the written agreement, I'd like to make sure that I have
accurately recorded what was decided [read out what was decided]



* Before I formally close this conference, I would like to provide everyone
with a final opportunity to speak. Is there anything else anyone would
like to say?

Thank you for your contributions in dealing with this difficult matter.
Congratulations on the way you have worked through these issues.

14. Question to person/s who harmed:

On [date] you made the choice to [summarise the incident] and today you have
made another choice and have agreed to [summarise reparation offered].
Which choice do you feel better about? or

You have said that you have taken responsibility for what you did and that
you are going to put things right by [sum up agreement}:

How do you feel now?

How will [other participants] feel if you do not keep to the agreement?

How will s/he feel if you keep to the agreement?

How will you feel if you keep to the agreement?

15. Question to person/s harmed:

You have heard (a) [name] say how his/her behaviour has caused harm and
what s/he will do to put this right. How do you feel now?

Say something about the follow up meeting.

Thank everyone for coming!



