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Punitive-Permissive Continuum

Punishment is the normal response
to misbehavior, wrongdoing and crime in
families, schools, workplaces and the
criminal justice system. Those who fail to
punish naughty children and offending
youths and adults are often labelled “per-
missive.”
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Figure 1: Punitive-Permissive Continuum

The punitive-permissive continuum
(Figure 1) reflects this limited perspective
and its confining implications for teachers
and school administrators. They can only
choose whether to punish or not to punish
and the severity of the punishment—how
many detentions or how many days of sus-
pension.

As part of an overall societal trend,
schools in the United States and other coun-
tries have become increasingly punitive,
suspending and expelling more students
than ever before. In part, that has resulted
from more and more difficult and violent
behavior on the part of students and, in part,
because more and more schools have
adopted strict “zero tolerance” policies
which limit the discretion of school admin-
istrators. Not wanting to be perceived by
the public as permissive, schools have
moved toward the extremely punitive end
of the continuum.

Loss of Relationships and Community

The increasingly difficult and violent
behavior among school students and re-
lated punitive school climate are both prod-
ucts of the alienation and loss of commu-
nity that plagues modern society in gen-
eral. Throughout human history and until
recently, human beings have lived among
their extended families in homogenous
neighborhoods where all of the parents
served as collective parents to all of the
children. Anyone in the neighborhood
could discipline anyone else’s children
because everyone shared the same basic
values.

Now that has changed, especially in

America, where people readily move from
one coast to the other, leaving behind their
established relationships. Not only do aunts
and uncles and grandparents and cousins
find themselves scattered across the conti-
nent, but nuclear families find themselves
split and scattered. Pieces of nuclear fami-
lies often live alone or join with pieces of
other nuclear families, trying to form a new
whole. Even in intact nuclear families eco-
nomic demands have caused both parents
to work. Consequently parents have less
time available for their relationships with
their children and extended families.

The world is changing at a breath-
taking pace. Seemingly without hesitation,
we have systematically altered or destroyed
the social patterns that have characterized
human life as long as there has been hu-
man life.

We wonder about the growing vio-
lence and rudeness and anger in our soci-
ety. We seem to place disproportionate
emphasis on influences like violence on
television or video games or the internet
or changing sexual values or lower aca-
demic standards. However, such issues are
relatively insignificant when compared to
the deterioration of family and commu-
nity —the basic building blocks of human
society.

We are stuck in a vicious circle. The
loss of relationships and community nega-
tively impacts students and their behavior,
which in turn fosters a more punitive school
environment, which further exacerbates
relationships between young people and
adults. John Braithwaite, the well-known
Australian criminologist, has described
how punishment stigmatizes offenders, fos-
tering negative subcultures. Growing num-
bers of young people do not feel connected
to mainstream society and its values.

Punitive school policies undo the
bonds between educators and students, but
they also alienate parents from educators.
Even responsible, caring parents are strug-
gling against the same deteriorating social
norms schools face in dealing with young
people. Harsh and arbitrary penalties im-
posed on their children make parents feel

helpless, shamed, blamed and isolated.

Punishment has not proved effective
in stopping rude and challenging behavior
from becoming commonplace in schools
where such behavior was once a rarity.
Educators everywhere face a growing num-
ber of young people who are willing to go
beyond the beyond, behaving outrageously
even when faced with repeated penalties
and exclusion. But because punishment is
seen as the only way to hold students ac-
countable for their behavior, we as educa-
tors often feel trapped on a one-way street
leading to a dead end.

Holding Students Accountable

Our society’s fundamental assump-
tion is that punishment holds offenders ac-
countable. However, for an offending stu-
dent punishment is a passive experience,
demanding little or no participation. While
the teacher or administrator scolds, lectures
and imposes the punishment, the student
remains silent, resents the authority figure,
feels angry and perceives himself as the
victim. The student does not think about
the real victims of his offense or the other
individuals who have been adversely af-
fected by his actions. So, are we holding
the student accountable?

Doing things 7o an offending student
merely alienates him. We must do things
with him. We must engage him in an ac-
tive way to truly hold him accountable. Si-
multaneously, we want to build positive re-
lationships between the student and those
affected by his behavior.

Social Discipline Window

We need a more useful way of look-
ing at school discipline and social disci-
pline than the limited punitive-permissive
continuum—to punish or not to punish. We
need to look through a social discipline
window comprised of both control and sup-
port (Figure 2). We define “control” as dis-
cipline or limit-setting and “support” as en-
couragement or nurturing. Now we can
combine a high or low level of control with
a high or low level of support to identify
four general approaches to social disci-
pline: neglectful, permissive, punitive and



restorative (McCold and Wachtel, 1999).

We can subsume the traditional pu-
nitive-permissive continuum within this
more inclusive framework. The permissive
approach (lower right of Figure 2) is com-
prised of low control and high support, a
scarcity of limit-setting and an abundance
of nurturing. Opposite permissive (upper
left of Figure 2) is the punitive approach,
high on control and low on support. The
third approach, when there is an absence
of both limit-setting and nurturing, is ne-
glectful (lower left of Figure 2).

The fourth possibility is restorative
(upper right of Figure 2). Employing both
high control and high support, the restor-
ative approach confronts and disapproves L
of wrongdoing while supporting and valu-
ing the intrinsic worth of the student who
has committed the wrong.

In using the term “control” we arefriends and community—those in theoperation and positive behavior among the
advocating high control of wrongdoing, noschool, group home or wider communitydelinquent and at-risk youths who have
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Figure 2: Social Discipline Window

Formal Restorative Practices
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nity for others to express their feelings to
i the student.
informal formal 2.Avoid scolding or lecturingWhen
| | students are exposed to other people’s feel-
ings and discover how victims and others
A A A A A have been affected by their behavior, they

affective affective  small impromptu  large formal
statements questions conference group conference feel empathy for others. When scolded or
lectured, they react defensively. They see
Figure 3: Restorative Practices Continuum themselves as victims and are distracted

from noticing other people’s feelings.

out a punishment, the teacher might takee should be allowed back. Both boys  ~ 3:Involve students activelyll too
Jason aside after class and say, “Jason, yealled and came to school. One refused gfen we try to hold students accountable
really hurt my feelings when you act liketake responsibility and had a defiant atty Simply doling out punishment. Butin a
that. And it surprises me, because | dorttide. He was not re-admitted. The othéfunitive intervention, students are com-
think you want to hurt anyone on purposesias humble, even tearful. He listened afl€tely passive. They just sit quietly and
And that's all. If a similar behavior hap-tentively while staff and students told hinfiCt like victims. In a restorative interven-
pens again, we might repeat the responisew he had affected them, willingly tooklion, students are usually a_lsked to speak.
or try a variation, perhaps asking, “Howesponsibility for his behavior, and got 4 hey face and listen to victims anql others
do you think Mark felt when you did that?"lot of compliments about how he handlef€y have affected. They help decide how
and then waiting patiently for an answerthe meeting. He was re-admitted and ri§ "épair the harm and must then keep their
By simply expressing our feelings tofurther action was taken. The other boy wPmmitments. Students have an active role
misbehaving students we come to realizaut in the juvenile detention center by hi§) & restorative process and are truly held
they typically don't have a clue as to howprobation officer. Ideally, he will be a can-&ccountable.
their behavior has affected others. Mosfidate for a formal conference. 4. Accept ambiguitySometimes, as
young people are very self-absorbed. They ~ We can create informal restorativen a fight between two people, fault is un-
are genuinely surprised to find out how theinterventions simply by asking offenderslear. In t_hos_e cases we may have to ac-
have affected a teacher and as a result, thgyestions from the script used by the f&ept ambiguity. Privately, before the con-
begin to see their teachers as fellow huilitator in a formal conference: “What hapference, we encourage individuals to take
man beings, not just as those adults wipened?” “What were you thinking aboufs much responsibility as possible for their
give them a hard time. The change in theitt the time?” “Who do you think has beeiRart in the conflict. Even when students do
relationship with their teacher is sometimesffected?” “How have they been affected?n0t fully accept responsibility, victims or
dramatic and almost always meaningful Whenever possible, we provide those wHethers who have been affected often want
In the middle of the restorative prachave been affected with an opportunity & proceed. As long as everyone is fully
tices continuum is the small impromptiexpress their feelings to the offenders. THaformed of the ambiguous situation in ad-
conference. | was with CSF’s residentiatumulative result of all of this affective ex-vance, the decision to proceed with a re-
program director, awaiting a court hearinghange in a school is far more productivétorative intervention belongs to the par-
about placing a 14-year-old boy in one ofhan lecturing, scolding, threatening ofcipants.
our group homes. His grandmother told usanding out detentions, suspensions and 5. Separate the deed from the doer.
how on Christmas Eve, several days beforexpulsions. CSF/Buxmont teachers tell us an informal intervention, either privately
he had gone over to a cousin’s house witltassroom decorum in our schools fowith the students only or publicly, we may
out permission and without letting her knowtroubled youth is usually better than in thexpress that we assume that the students
He did not come back until the next mornlocal public schools. But interestingly, adid not mean to harm anyone or that we
ing, just barely in time for them to catch &SF/Buxmont schools we rarely hold forare surprised that they would do something
bus to her sister’s house for Christmas dimnal conferences. We have found that tHike that. When appropriate, we may want
ner. The program director got the grandmore we rely on informal restorative practo cite some of their virtues or accomplish-
mother talking about how that incident hadices in everyday life, the less we need foments. We want to signal that we recog-

affected her and how worried she was aboptal restorative rituals. nize the students’ worth and disapprove
her grandson. The boy was surprised by how only of their wrongdoing.

deeply his behavior had affected his grandeffective Restorative Practices 6. See every instance of wrongdoing
mother. He readily apologized. To be effective in challenging andand conflict as an opportunity for learning.

Close to the far right of the con-changing inappropriate student behaviove are educators. We know that many of
tinuum is a larger, more formal group prowe have found several fundamental eleur students have a lot to learn about ap-
cess, still short of the formal conferencements of good restorative practice. propriate behavior and social norms. We
Two boys got into a fistfight recently, an 1.Foster awarenesdn the most ba- can merely punish and alienate them, or
unusual event at our schools. After the fighgtic intervention we may simply ask the ofwe can see school problems and incidents
was stopped, their parents were called fending student a few questions to fosters an opportunity to teach students what
come and pick them up. If the boys wantealvareness of how others have been affectibeky sorely need to know. Teachers, guid-
to return to our school, each boy had toy the wrongdoing. Or we may express owance counselors, custodians, clerical staff
phone and ask for an opportunity to corewn feelings to the student. In more elab@nd administrators, using restorative prac-
vince the staff and his fellow students thahte interventions we provide an opportutices, can turn negative incidents into con-
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structive events—building empathy and a
sense of community.

Restorative Practices in Personal Life

For most of us working with restor-
ative practices, we have found that they are
contagious, spreading from our workplace
to our homes. A new staff member at CSF/
Buxmont recently told me how she, her
husband and her younger son restoratively
confronted her young adult son, who had
just entered the world of work. They told
him how annoyed they were with his fail-
ure to get himself up on time in the morn-
ing. Mom and dad expressed their embar-
rassment that their son had been late to
work at a company where they knew a lot
of his co-workers. They insisted they were
stepping back. If their son lost his job, it
was not their problem, but his. As a result
of the informal family group conference,
the young man now sets three alarm clocks
and gets to work on time.

A police officer who was trained in
conferencing shared how he confronted his
little boy, who had torn off a piece of new
wallpaper and at first denied doing so. The
father used questions from the conference
script. The youngster quickly stopped de-
nying and became very remorseful and ac-
knowledged that he had hurt his mother,
who loved the new wallpaper, and the
workman he had watched put up the new
wallpaper. Dad felt satisfied that the inter-
vention was far more effective than an old-
fashioned scolding or punishment.

Restorative Practices in Professional Life

Restorative practice is a philosophy,
not a model, and ought to guide the way
people act in all of their dealings. In that
spirit CSF/Buxmont agencies use restor-
ative practices in dealing with their own
staff issues, creating an atmosphere in
which staff can comfortably express con-
cerns and criticisms directly to supervisors.

Last year several employees became
engaged in a squabble that was disrupting
the workplace, so a conference was con-
vened. In this conference there was no
clearly identified wrongdoer. Rather, when
the participants were invited to the confer-
ence, they were each asked to take as much
responsibility as possible for their part in
the problem and were assured that every-
one else was being asked to do the same.
There was a lot of self-disclosure and hon-
esty in the preliminary discussion with each
participant, so the facilitator felt confident
that the conference would go well. Not only
did a great deal of healing taking place dur-

ing the conference, but several individuals
made plans to get together one-to-one to
further resolve their differences. The con-
flict is now ancient history and no longer a
factor in the workplace.

Restoring Relationships and Community

By encouraging people to express
their feelings, restorative practices build
better relationships. Restorative practices
demonstrate the fundamental hypothesis of
the late psychologist Silvan S. Tomkins’s
affect theory —that the healthiest environ-
ment for human beings is one in which
there is free expression of affect, minimiz-
ing the negative, maximizing the positive,
but allowing people free expression
(Nathanson, 1992). From the simple affec-
tive statement to the formal conference, this
is exactly what restorative practices are
designed to do.

When an entire classroom or school
runs on restorative practices the growth and
enhancement of individual relationships
cumulatively fosters a sense of community.
A healthy community. A community in
which teachers, administrators, parents and
students pay attention to each other’s feel-
ings and demonstrate empathy for one an-
other. Acommunity in which young people
are held accountable while being sup-
ported, where they learn appropriate be-
havior without stigmatization.

Based on Direct Experience

Although readers might be under-
standably skeptical, the CSF/Buxmont ex-
perience is not theoretical or merely hope-
ful. The organization’s schools handle, at
any one time, up to 300 of the more trouble-
some youth from juvenile courts and
schools from four southeastern Pennsyl-
vania counties. By bringing them together
there is the potential for a very negative
and challenging environment. However,
thanks to the systematic use of restorative
practices, most of the young people change
their behaviors, cooperate, take positive
leadership roles and confront each other
about inappropriate behavior, at least dur-
ing the time they are with us.

Restorative Culture Change

Having trained thousands of people
in conferencing, Real Justice trainers have
found that many trainees never actually
conduct conferences. Some hesitate to fa-
cilitate a formal conference because they
are afraid. Many do not have the authority
to bypass existing procedures and sanc-
tions, like zero tolerance policies in
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schools. So a large number of people, rather
than running formal conferences, have
implemented restorative practices infor-
mally. Similarly the SaferSanerSchools
trainers have found that teachers may
implement restorative practices in their
classrooms, while their school administra-
tors continue using exclusively punitive
strategies. Or school administrators are
uncomfortable challenging punitive school
board policies, so they use restorative prac-
tices only with minor incidents.

We all know the world will change
slowly and imperfectly. We cannot afford
to be unrealistic or utopian. We must be
flexible and experimental. We must avoid
rigid boundaries and expectations. We must
move beyond the limited framework of the
formal ritual and recognize the wider pos-
sibilities, encouraging everyone to use re-
storative practices freely in their work and
their daily lives.

Ultimately schools must become in-
nately restorative because they cannot hope
to effect meaningful change by merely
employing an occasional restorative inter-
vention. Restorative practices must be sys-
temic, not situational. You can’t just have a
few people running conferences and every-
body else doing business as usual. You can’t
be restorative with students but retributive
with faculty. You can’t have punitive ad-
ministrators and restorative teachers. To
reduce the growing negative subculture
among youth, to prevent outrageous behav-
ior and violence and to restore relationships
and community, restorative practices must
be more than occasional tools. Restorative
practice must become a whole new mindset,
a way of looking at the world that changes
our everyday lives and our behaviors.
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