Restorative approaches to bullying behaviour – breaking the cycle of power and control
There is an unfortunate polarisation of views about what do in cases of bullying in schools. Some people believe that the situation needs to be tackled by punishing those who have been bullying without considering the risks, let alone the morality or even the logic of such an approach. Punitive responses can be either ineffective or downright dangerous, breeding resentment and making matters worse.  So what is the alternative if neither of these approaches is used? This short article will explore the contribution of using a restorative approach and explain why it offers a unique opportunity to all those involved, including the families of the young people, for learning, healing and reparation. The words ‘bully’ and ‘victim’ are not used, since such labelling totalises people and makes it more difficult for people to behave differently from their label, or be seen as more than their label. Furthermore, as research has shown, someone who is bullying one day can be on the receiving end of bullying another day and vice versa, so such labels are unhelpful.
Why not punish?

Punishment makes a person resentful, not reflective, and so people who bully are not made accountable, in the true sense of the word - they do not have to face up to the reality of just how many people have been affected, directly and indirectly, by their unacceptable behaviour. They are not given the chance to hear, first hand, about the pain, hurt, distress and anger they have caused, to those victimised, their parents, their own family, and the wider school community.

Teachers wonder why victimised young people are frightened to report bullying – it is because the perpetrators and their friends make life very unpleasant for these ‘tell-tales’ - either immediately or later. Punishment does nothing to restore any of these relationships, and indeed makes them worse, so no wonder there is retaliation.

Punitive responses do not help to answer any questions. All those affected, including the families of all involved, want to know – ‘Why me?’ or ‘Why my child?’ ‘ Will it stop?’ ‘What can we do to help?’ And possibly even – ‘Where did I go wrong?’
Punitive responses in general, and exclusionary responses in particular, have been shown to increase a young person's chance of becoming delinquent. 75% of young people appearing in court have been excluded at least once. We have a duty of care towards all young people – to understand what is behind the bullying and to help young people who bully to learn more pro-social behaviours.

Punishment does not provide the perpetrator with an opportunity to repair the harm, 
experience remorse, offer a genuine apology or make amends - in effect to make a fresh start.

Punishment repeats the cycle of power and domination that breeds a bullying mentality. 'You made that person suffer so now we will make you suffer. It's OK for us to do it to you, but it’s not OK for you to do it to someone else.' It does not offer an alternative way of doing things which can educate young people in a more effective parenting style in the future.

The restorative alternative

There is widespread evidence, including a Home Office sponsored evaluation, that a restorative approach can address all of the issues raised above - something that knee- jerk punishments can never do. A unique opportunity is provided for all those affected to meet and for everyone to share their stories, their feelings and their ideas for moving forward. Questions such as those mentioned above can be answered and those who have bullied get an opportunity to hear exactly how much their behaviour has impacted not only on the direct victims but also everyone else present. This is a far more demanding experience than a temporary or even a permanent exclusion, and yet a potentially much more productive one since, if remorse is felt and expressed, all sides can feel better and move on. If those who have bullied then go on to suggest ways of making amends this in itself helps to restore relationships, respect, self esteem and confidence. The Home Office National Practice Guidelines for Restorative Justice ensure that a full risk assessment is made, with careful preparation, so that those victimised and their family, the wrongdoer and their family, and school representation, are only brought together if it is safe and everyone is willing. 
What actually happens?

An experienced facilitator will take time to meet with everyone affected, individually, and ask each person a similar set of questions – what has been happening? What have been their thoughts and feelings at various stages of the situation? Who has been affected by the bullying, what do they need to move on from this and, to those for whom the question is appropriate, what could they do to put matters right?
Put to those who are accused of bullying these questions do not appear adequate to encourage an appreciation of the seriousness of what they have done. However it does give them a chance to put their side across and at times there is more to what has been happening than meets the eye. Some people feel coerced to be involved in order not avoid being targeted themselves. Some assert that the so-called ‘victim’ in fact contributed to the situation in the first place. Even in cases where full culpability is acknowledged this type of conversation allows the wrongdoer to start to reflect on what they have done in a non-judgemental atmosphere, and they are more likely to open up in such an environment and less likely to display one of the common ‘shame avoidance ‘ behaviours – denial, self-harm or attack and blame others. They are also more likely to agree to take the next step – meeting those they have harmed – because although their behaviour has not been condoned they, as people, have been treated with respect.
Importantly this one-to-one preparation provides a unique opportunity for members of the family to be heard and to express their distress, their fear, their anger and helpless ness – emotions that often go unheard if a school is on the defensive about what has happened. It also allows members of the school community to share their one feelings and needs in the situation – teachers often feel very under-resourced to deal with these issues.
Following full preparation with individuals, during which time the facilitator gauges the willingness of all to take the next step, a meeting is convened and all affected come together, sitting in a circle, according to a carefully thought-out seating plan to maximise safety and confidence in the process. The facilitator follows a structured format that initially involves giving everyone present a chance yet again, to talk about the same issues raised in their private meetings – their own experiences, their thoughts and feelings, and what needs to happen to put matters right. This process is a very difficult one for wrongdoers to sit through, and also useful where responsibility has been disputed as issues get clarified.

Following the storytelling stage the facilitator gives everyone the opportunity to discuss ways forward and ensures that those who have caused harm are encouraged to come up with proposals themselves to put matters right – an important step that helps people move on from shame and remorse to a place of new beginnings. The meeting usually ends with a contract being agreed and signed by everyone, a date for review agreed, and everyone being invited to share refreshments.
At no stage had the facilitator taken sides, expressed disapproval, given advice or even offered sympathy. They remain impartial but empathetic, assertive yet respectful.

A restorative response is not a 'no-blame' response. It is a 'full

accountability - damage repair' response - which punishment can never be. We

must develop strategies for preventing bullying in the first place and

respond promptly and consistently if it happens, but we must remember that
punishment can be dangerous and ineffective, and could well be reinforcing the very values and behaviours we seek to discourage and denounce.
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Short version:

I am concerned about the proposed new, more punitive, anti-bullying policy in schools in England. Punishment may have its place but it can also be ineffective and dangerous. It does not make young people who bully accountable before the people who have been affected  - those victimised themselves, their parents, their own family, and the wider school community. It does not teach an alternative way of behaving, or answer any of the many questions that all involved need answering to feel safe, better about themselves and move on. It can be dangerous because it does nothing to repair relationships between those bullying and those bullied – and indeed they make them worse. Young people who bully, and their friends, often seek revenge unless they feel fairly treated by the school.
A restorative meeting, which in serious cases should involve not just the young people but their families/carers as well, offers a unique space for those who have been bullied to hear, at first hand, how much pain and distress they have caused to all present. They then get the chance to acknowledge this, express genuine remorse and make amends. Evidence nationally suggests that this experience can make a dramatic difference in bullying situations, healing relationships, restoring self-esteem, re-building respect and confidence on all sides.

A restorative response is not a 'no-blame' response. It is a 'full accountability /damage repair' response – unlike punishment. We must remember that punishment can be dangerous and ineffective. Let it be a very last resort if all else fails – but let us be aware of the potential damaging consequences to everyone involved.
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I am concerned about the proposed new, more punitive, anti-bullying policy in schools. Punishment may have its place but it can also be ineffective and dangerous. It does not make young people who bully accountable before the people who have been affected  - the victims themselves, their own family, the victims' family, and the wider school community. It does not teach an alternative way of behaving, or answer any of the many questions that all involved need answering to feel safe, better about themselves and move on. It can be dangerous because it does nothing to repair relationships between those bullying and those bullied – and indeed they make them worse. Young people who bully, and their friends, often seek revenge unless they feel fairly treated by the school.

Furthermore punitive responses in general, and exclusionary responses in particular, have been shown to increase a young person's chance of becoming delinquent. 75% of young people appearing in court have been excluded at least once. We have a duty of care towards all young people – to understand what is behind the bullying, and to help young people who bully to learn more pro-social behaviours.

A restorative meeting, which in serious cases should involve not just the young people but their families/carers as well, offers a unique space for those who have been bullied to hear, at first hand, how much pain and distress they have caused to all present. They then get the chance to acknowledge this, express genuine remorse and make amends. Evidence nationally suggests that this experience can make a dramatic difference in bullying situations, healing relationships, restoring self-esteem, re-building respect and confidence on all sides.

A restorative response is not a 'no-blame' response. It is a 'full accountability /damage repair' response – unlike punishment. We must remember that punishment can be dangerous and ineffective. Let it be a very last resort if all else fails – but let us be aware of the potential damaging consequences to everyone involved.
