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Starting at Garfield this year, administrators and other staff members are being encouraged to implement a different method of discipline called “restorative justice” as the beginning of a pilot program which will continue to change the current disciplinary system for the next couple of years. Restorative justice is a type of mediation that calls for those who were harmed and those who were to blame to talk about the problem and come to a solution that works for them.

These conversations are usually achieved through mediation circles at which the involved parties, a mediator, and occasionally a few other staff or school officials are present. The goal is to come up with a solution that works for those that were involved instead of a punishment that has been predetermined by the school. This allows for more beneficial solutions and more of a sense of accountability.

This change in Garfield’s discipline policy is coming from several different places. Earlier this year staff members from the special education department expressed interest in being in a restorative justice program because they felt that the current disciplinary system was not serving their students.

“I was asked in May by someone in the special education department to come in and do a training in the school district in July, around mediation and restorative justice,” says Polly Davis, assistant program manager of the King County Office of Alternative Dispute Resolution. “At the end of that training they thought that it would be great to have Garfield be a pilot program project in restorative justice as an option to more traditional suspension and punishment practices within the school.”

Davis and Seattle Director of restorative justice Andrea Brenneke have been working with Garfield and Seattle Public Schools on training, educating and even changing some policies so that restorative justice can be implemented at the school on a large scale. This means that teachers, administrators and possibly students will be trained in mediation, making it possible to hold restorative circles all around the school.

“You can’t always have the administrator be the one that is leading the circle because, one that’s somewhat of a conflict of interest if it becomes something where there needs to be a consequence and then two there’s only three of us and there could be people wanting circles all the time,” says assistant principal Meghan Griffin.

The goal of restorative justice is to create a dialogue between those that were involved to create a solution that will allow everyone to move on from the incident.
“It’s nice to just be able to talk it out and be done with it. Sometimes maybe you’re not totally done with it but at least you’ve got a way to move forward with it,” says Davis.

This method has been used for years in many places, from office buildings to schools, but this year it’s new to Garfield.

There has also been a push for Seattle Public Schools to change some of its suspension policies due to an investigation into discriminatory treatment of African American students being led by the US Department of Education. The main idea behind restorative justice is to resolve the conflicts that occur between people so that they don’t arise again, allowing for overall suspension rates to go down.
The Building Leadership Team, which is a group of staff members elected by other staff, has also been pushing for a new disciplinary system and is excited for the pilot program.

“In my opinion a lot of people feel like what’s happening in the suspension system right now isn’t working, and that they need to find other and hopefully better approaches,” says Davis. “It’s not serving the kids, it’s not serving the parents, the teachers. Kids are just falling off the map.”

Some smaller changes are happening this year, but most of the major adjustments will be seen over the next three years. Changes in district policy and protocol have to be changed before restorative justice can be fully implemented. The level of which it is used also has been discussed.

In other school districts that have introduced this method there had been great success and a big drop in suspension rates. One example is the Oakland School District which started using restorative justice after a similar investigation as the one occurring in Seattle was launched. They moved into a system that largely uses restorative justice instead of suspension.

The Oakland School District has had great success with the program and reported that in 2006 and 2007 30.3 percent of the school had been suspended and that after two years of restorative justice being implemented in the 2007 and 2008 school year only 10.3 percent of the population had been suspended. Also the rate of repeat suspensions has greatly dropped.

The Seattle School District has already changed some policies to accommodate the new program. One change is that the punishment for offenses such as disrupting class that previously could have earned students a referral to the administration has changed. In the past, after three referrals for the same reason, the administration was to suspend the student, but now a meeting is supposed to be called to talk about the problem. This year, there is also no more after school detention or Saturday school.

The administration is already coming up with more creative solutions.
“This year I tried to do a lot more meetings with the student and the teacher and myself to say, ‘hey lets all get together, let’s talk about what the situation is, what happened and together come up with a solution,’” says Griffin.

